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1. Forging Beginnings 
Forging the Future 


"Here's why you can't exterminate us, aruetii. We're not huddled in one 
place—we span the galaxy. We need no lords or leaders—so you can't 
destroy our command. We can live without technology—so we can fight 
with our bare hands. We have no species or bloodline—so we can 
rebuild our ranks with others who want to join us. We're more than just 
a people or an army, aruetii. We're a culture. We're an idea. And you 
can't kill ideas—but we can certainly kill you." 


—Mandalore the Destroyer 


FtF(Solus)FtF 


Thirteen year-old Doran Sarkin-Tainer normally didn't feel anxious 
or scared. He hadn't felt that way for a while, not since the 
adventure he had had four years ago when those emotions had led 
to him taking a life. Yet, at the moment, those were two emotions 
he couldn't exactly get a handle on. He had good reason to be 
scared though. Someone had just destroyed the entire planet of 
Sernpidal by smashing its moon into its surface. Not that most of 
the galaxy knew about the Yuuzhan Vong at the time. 


Despite the many questions the destruction of the planet raised, the 
New Republic Senate was trying to keep a lid on the events. 'Not 
wanting to act rashly until the facts were truly established,' was one 
of the lines Doran had heard. Details were something almost no one 
knew anything about. The shell-shocked survivors of the Sernpidal 
incident had been quickly corralled away by New Republic 
Intelligence. Travel to the area was restricted, and the Senate was 
fighting itself into a stand-still. Some senators in the know wanted 
to start evacuating adjacent Outer Rim territories, a faction being 
led by Kuati Senator Viqi Shesh was trying to be a voice of reason 
by saying that there was no need to panic, Inner and Mid-Rim 
senators wanted explanations, and senators in charge of regions far 
from Sernpidal only cared because the talk about the planet was 
taking time away from their own sectors’ issues. 


Fortunately or not, with the connection his parents had with New 
Republic Intelligence, the consensus was that both his mom and dad 
seemed to believe something big was on the horizon. Something 
that most other people were brushing aside as nerves or as 
impossibility. Ever since his dad had sent his mom the packet of 


intel, Tyria Sarkin-Tainer had been unusually serious and grim. 
That only told the just-turned-teen one thing, things were really 
bad. In all the adventures he had had with his mom, he had never 
seen her so worried. Even when he had been kidnapped as a child 
during negotiations on one of the many Outer Rim planets, Tyria 
had remained level-headed and calm. He had never felt in the Force 
the level of disquiet emanating from her. 


Which, of course, was the source of his anxiety and fear. 


"Mom?" Doran said in a low voice, entering the cockpit of the Kell 
Dragon. Their modified gunboat was currently in hyperspace, 
traveling along the Hydian Way. 


Tyria turned to Doran, her green eyes watering slightly as she 
tossed her blond pony-tail over her shoulder. Forcing out an 
unconvincing smile, she reached out for Doran and pulled him into 
a hug. "I love you, you know that Doran, right?" 


"I know, mom," Doran returned the hug. "Tell me. What's wrong?" 


Doran watched his mother bite her lower lip, no doubt trying to 
convince herself of something. Finally, Tyria breathed out, calling 
upon the Force to soothe herself. "Sorry for scaring you, Doran. It's 
just, your dad thinks this galaxy's in for a very rough time, and... 
and you'll have to learn a few more skills than we have time to 
teach you." 


"Skills? More Jedi abilities?" Doran asked. 


Tyria's lips thinned as she shook her head. "No sweetie. You've been 
taught before right? There is more to being a Jedi than just learning 
how to move things with your mind. I'm talking about survival 
skills, the ability to make it out of any scrape no matter how bad 
things get." 


"And you can't teach them to me? You said once you were an 
y " 
Antarian Ranger. 


Tyria took hold of both of Doran's hands, her eyes never leaving his. 
"I can, but if your father's right, and he normally is on issues like 
this, you'll need to learn more than what I can teach you. Learn 
more and at a much faster rate than I can teach you." 


"What are you saying?" Doran searched his mother's eyes 
uncertainly. Only at thirteen, he was almost at eye-level with her, 


which was saying something considering her relatively tall height. 


"Your father and I called in a few favors with the Mandalorians," 
Tyria explained slowly. "We managed to get you into a training 
camp for Mandalorian Protectors run by one of Mand'alor's 
lieutenants, a Goran Beviin." 


Apart from being shocked that he was going to be training with 
Mandalorians, something in his mom's voice stuck with him. 
"Managed to get me into the camp? You won't be there?" 


Tyria swallowed heavily as she shook her head. She squeezed his 
hands just a bit. "Both the Jedi Order and New Republic Intel 
requested my help, so I'll be teaming up with your dad and Master 
Skywalker's Jedi while you're training. Think about it this way, 
Doran. This will be your first solo adventure. You can tell me all 
about it when I come back." 


"How long?" Doran asked faintly, the anxiety he was feeling 
traveling from his brain to his stomach. He had seen first-hand how 
dangerous the galaxy could be, and had faced those dangers almost 
every single time with his mom at his side. Now, apparently the 
galaxy was about to become even more dangerous, and he would be 
on his own. 


At his question, Tyria was forced to look away. "A year, maybe." 
"A year! Mom, I..." 


"Doran, please," Tyria looked to him, using both her words and the 
Force to get her emotions across. Desperation, fear, anxiety, and an 
undercurrent of love brought him up short. "Please. Your father and 
I don't want anything to happen to you. And if what is about to 
happen to this galaxy is what we fear, than you'll need every 
advantage you can get to survive. This is the last thing I want to do 
too, but if anything were to happen to your father and I...we'd want 
to join the Force knowing that we gave you all the tools possible for 
you to survive." 


"You're scaring me, mom," Doran said shakily. "This all has to do 
with Sernpidal, right?" 


Tyria nodded. "Please Doran, do this for me." 


"I can still call you, right?" Doran said faintly, the excitement about 
training with the Mandalorians slowly eroding his fear. 


Tyria nodded. "You better, buster." 
"Alright," Doran breathed. 


"Don't expect it to be easy," Tyria warned. "The Mandalorians are 
some of the best soldiers out there for a reason. Show them your 
best and then try to go beyond that. Also, you'll probably be one of 
the youngest ones there, so..." 


"Mom," Doran interrupted her. "I'll be okay." 


Tyria fell silent, looking away once more to the blue vortex outside 
the cockpit. "You better," Tyria repeated, none of the good-nature of 
her previous statement present in her voice. 


"So, where are we heading? To the Mandalorian home planet?" 


"To Mandalore? No. We're going to their training facility on the 
mining colony of Gargon," Tyria wiped at her eyes and spun around 
in her chair to double-check their coordinates. "We should arrive 
there at the end of the week, so we have plenty of time." 


"Time to do what? We're in hyperspace." 


Tyria smirked, the first sign of genuine amusement in a while. "The 
Mandalorians, like most warrior races in this galaxy, are one based 
off of honor and respect. Being an outsider, Jedi, and child in their 
eyes, you won't start off with a whole bunch of it. In fact, I didn't 
mention your Force-abilities, so you might want to keep that under 
wraps. Mandos and Jedi don't have the friendliest of histories, and 
you'll be crippling yourself by using the Force there anyways." 


"This is starting to look like a real fun adventure," Doran said 
sarcastically. 


"Hush you," Tyria pulled out a datapad from the console. "This has 
several basic lessons in Mando’'a, the traditional language of the 
Mandalorians. Try to get the standard ‘hi,' 'bye,' and most used 
forms of respect down before we arrive. Don't forget the all 
important phrase of asking where the lavatories are. It should earn 
you a few points." 


"And I'll just have to let my charming self earn a few more?" Doran 
said with a grin. 


"That is if they don't shoot you. Force, your humor's as bad as your 


dad's." 


Doran chuckled as he took the datapad and began scrolling through 
it. "Can you speak Mando'a, mom?" 


"Just a few words," Tyria nodded. "When I was pregnant with you, 
your dad and I ran into a Mando tracking down a bounty. Trouble 
was, the bounty had intel the New Republic higher-ups wanted, and 
was also a really tricky son of a Hutt. The Mando turned out to be 
Goran, and we ended up saving his life after the bounty decided to 
blow a plasma conduit in his face. Your dad and I learned quite a 
few Mando curses then. After helping Goran get back to his 
homeworld, we were invited for a small thank-you dinner, and we 
picked up a couple more words then. " 


"Is this another one of those cases where, even if I can use the Force 
to understand a language, it'll be more impressive if I can speak it?" 
Doran said sagely. 


"Exactly," Tyria winked. "So go on, get to studying. I'll quiz you 
before we get there." 


Doran lowered the datapad slowly. "Hey mom." 

"Yes?" 

"Be careful out there, okay?" 

Tyria nodded, a tender expression softening her face. "I will Doran." 
"And look after dad too." 


"Definitely," Tyria nodded again. She pulled Doran into another 
hug. "You just do your best to survive and your dad and I will be 
okay. Promise." 


FtF(T'ad)FtF 


The planet of Gargon was definitely a place only a Mandalorian 
could love. Half the planet appeared to be a desolate, rocky, 
wasteland pitted with phobium mines and processing plants. The 
other half was a lush, untamed, sinister-looking forest that seemed 
to stretch on forever. Sandwiching these two halves were two 
equally hostile and remote polar icecaps that saw temperatures 
drop below 200 kelvin during the winter seasons. 


Even its lone moon was menacing, containing the skeletal remains 
of the shipyard that had once created pieces for the Empire's two 
Death Stars. Scarred and cored to accommodate the crews and 
equipment needed to create the planet-destroying space-stations, 
the moon was a mere shell of itself. The metal framework of the 
construction yard remained where it was, a haven for pirates, 
smugglers, and other forms of scum and villainy. The irregular orbit 
of the planet itself—caused by ecological damage from the heavy 
mining and construction—meant that, for the heavily inhabited 
regions of the planet, the days were several times longer than the 
few hours of night the rotation allowed. 


If one had a check-list, one would see that Gargon was the perfect 
place to train the infamous, battle-hardened, Mandalorian 
Protectors. Not so much a good place to train a thirteen-year old 
budding Jedi who's extent of survival training was camping out in 
the wilderness of Yavin IV and participating in a few paramilitary 
training courses. 


Viewing the planet from space, Doran could feel the apprehension 
radiate out from his mother. "Mom, I'll be fine." He tried to reassure 
her...and himself. He had been on a few adventures in hostile 
climates before, but never for longer than a week. To think he'd be 
spending the entire year on Gargon? 


"T'll take you in to the spaceport," Tyria said slowly, as if drawing 
out her words could delay his eminent departure. "Goran said he 
would meet you there." 


"T'll be fine," Doran repeated, seeing the tension in his mother's 
shoulders and the way the elder Sarkin Tainer was gripping the 
steering column in a white-knuckled grip. 


"And you've packed the extra ration bars and made sure you have 
your comlink?' 


"Mom," Doran sighed. He leaned over slightly so that his head was 
resting on her shoulder. "I've got everything. I understand and can 
speak enough Mando'a to survive. I'm going to be fine." 


"I know you will be," Tyria breathed, shaking her head. She forced 
out another smile. "At least I'll be comforted to know that when you 
make it out of this, your chances of lasting in this crazy galaxy of 
ours will go up." 


The Kell Dragon broke orbit at its assigned time and began its 


scheduled approach to one of Gargon's many spaceports. There 
were others of course, not all of them legitimate or for public use, 
but the Shysa Starport was the only one that dealt with 
Mandalorian traffic and guaranteed an extortion-free landing. 


A lone figure awaited them outside, dressed in full Mandalorian 
armor, his face hidden behind a standard Mandalorian helmet with 
green coloring. 


"And there's Goran," Tyria whispered faintly. 
"Mom?" 


Tyria reached over and hugged Doran in a bone-crushing grip. "I 
love you. Good luck, Doran." 


"I love you too, mom." 


"This is as far as I go," Tyria gestured to threshold of the cockpit. 
"You have your own path to travel on now." 


Doran collected his rucksack, filled with two changes of clothes, 
and various other personal affects. "May the Force be with you, 
mom." 


Doran took one last long look around the Kell Dragon before 
stepping up to the airlock. He took in and released several deep 
breaths, feeling his nerves come alive like live wires. Before he 
could convince himself otherwise, he slapped the door to the 
airlock. The door cycled, then opened, giving him a face full of 
cold, dry Gargon air. 


Blinking at the sunlight streaming down into the landing pit, Doran 
stepped out; his feet making contact with the dirt-strewn ground. 
The lone figure awaiting him stayed where he was, and Doran had a 
feeling that the man was evaluating him. 


"Sucuy gar," Doran tried in his elementary Mando'a. He could sense 
from the man's grimace that his first attempt at the language hadn't 
been as successful as he had hoped. 


"You're the Sarkin Tainer ad?" The slightly mechanical-filtered voice 
of the Mandalorian said, tone betraying nothing about how the man 
felt. 


"I'm Doran Sarkin Tainer, yes," Doran nodded. He smiled weakly 


and held out a hand. "Nice to meet you." 


The Mandalorian stared down at him for a very long time. It was 
only seconds, but it felt like minutes to the young thirteen year old. 
Finally the Mandalorian shrugged. "I've had worse." 


"Err...thanks?" Doran scratched the back of his head. 


The Mandalorian looked up to the cockpit of the Kell Dragon and 
nodded once, slowly and deliberately. 


Good bye, Doran. Doran heard his mom send in the Force. 
Good bye, mom. Doran sent back. 


The Kell Dragon's engines started up again, and the gunboat lifted 
off without any further delay. Doran watched it leave with a small 
pang, but like his mom had done, forced himself to keep a smile on 
his face. When the ship was out of sight, he turned back to the 
imposing Mandalorian. "It is a great honor, thank you for taking me 
on." 


"You will have no leeway here, child," the Mandalorian warned. 
"Nor will I be able to guarantee your safety. I can only teach you 
how to be the best. It will be up to you to be the best." 


"Understood, sir," Doran replied obediently, falling into step with 
the man. His mom had said the man was 'Goran,' but the man had 
yet to introduce himself. 


"Your primary instructor will be Dinua Jeban. You will have the 
good fortune of informing her." 


Doran again nodded. "How will I find her, sir?" 


"If you belong here, you'll find her," the Mandalorian responded. 
"How old are you, child?" 


"Thirteen," Doran answered, trying not to let being called 'child' get 
to him. It wasn't the first time he had to adjust to a different 
culture, and he knew that assuming one word held the same 
meaning across different cultures had caused many a conflict in the 
past. 


"Then tell her to ready you for the Verd'goten. You will take it in a 
week.I will have no children in my camp." 


Doran wracked his mind for the translation. It was obviously not 
one of the more common words, but at the same time ‘verd’goten' 
sounded important. Hoping it didn't mean ‘battle to the death' or 
something Mandalorian sounding like that, Doran filed the question 
away for later. "I will, sir." 


They piled into a plain looking speeder, and soon they were darting 
across the desolate, dusty landscape of several abandoned mines. 
The trip passed in silence, so Doran took the opportunity to 
mentally map the immediate surroundings of his new home. There 
wasn't much to see. Mounds of gravel as tall as skyscrapers were 
piled up all around them like sand dunes. Some had tunnels at the 
base of them, others had droids aimlessly sifting through them. He 
occasionally saw collection-and-processing sites for the gathered ore 
spread out amidst the dunes, but the area was definitely lifeless and 
inhospitable. The temperature was a bit on the colder side, but not 
unbearable. The fact it was mid-day and the weather was just above 
freezing, however, seemed to hint at much cooler climates. 


Doran was far from discouraged however. This was simply a new 
planet, a new place to explore, a new people to know. His mother 
had always taught him to treat every new encounter as an 
adventure no matter how dull or scary it might seem. 


"Your mother is a Jetii. Did you inherit her abilities?" 


Startled by the question, Doran looked to the helmeted man. "I'm 
sorry?" 


"Are you a Jetii too?" 

Doran looked to the man. He had the strangest feeling that Goran, if 
it was Goran, already knew the answer. "No sir. I'm simply a kid 
who was lucky enough that his parents had the right connections." 
"Keep it that way," the Mandalorian nodded in approval. "You've 
come here not to learn Jedi tricks, but to learn how to live, how to 
survive. Even if it's a matter between life or death, if I've discovered 
you used the Force, that day will be your last at my camp." 


"It's a good thing I'm not a Jedi then," Doran said, trying to inject 
humor into the situation. 


"A very good thing," the Mandalorian inclined his head. 


The speeder turned at several intervals and finally their destination 


came into view. It was a star-shaped mining platform of tremendous 
size, easily wider than two frigates side-by-side and just as long. 
Some sort of shaft extended down from the center of the platform 
and into a mesa of black rock below it. Above, spider-webs of metal 
walkways connected the platform to what appeared to be several 
decommissioned space-docks. An array of repulsor-pads the size of 
X-wings kept the docks afloat; which was a good thing considering 
nasty looking crystalline rocks jutted out from the ground ina 
literal and figurative show of breathtaking beauty. 


"This will be your home for the next year, provided you last, kid. Do 
me a favor and try not to get yourself killed. Having a Jedi and spec 
ops soldier angry at me would be a tad annoying." 


"No promises," Doran replied, his eyes still riveted to the sprawling 
aerial complex casting shadows on the gray rocks all around them. 
They passed into one of the shadows and the temperature dropped 
dramatically. Shivering, Doran hoped the Mandalorians were at 
least sane enough to keep the inside of the training facility heated. 
He highly doubted it though. 


"Due to...recent events," the Mandalorian said, interrupting Doran's 
thoughts. "You'll be part of a much larger group of newcomers. 
Since I have no desire to repeat myself seventy times, there will be 
a mandatory assembly in the main hall after dinner. That gives you 
eight hours to find Dinua and start your training." 


"Understood, sir." 


The speeder angled into one of the tunnels in the gravel mound 
beneath the hovering platform, and Doran was treated to a rushed 
view of unstable-looking walls illuminated with evenly placed glow- 
lamps. The speeder continued on until it reached a platform just a 
little larger than it. 


"This is your stop," the Mandalorian gestured to a turbolift tube that 
disappeared into the ceiling. 


Grabbing his lone pack of belongings, Doran hopped out of the 
speeder. "Thanks for the ride Mr. Mandalorian." 


Doran could swear the Mandalorian had rolled his eyes. "It's Goran 
Beviin, ad." 


Doran grinned and saluted the Mandalorian while stepping back 
into the turbolift tube. "See you later!" Doran inclined his head at 


the impassive helmet that stared at him, before the turbolift 
platform activated and whisked him up into the air. 


FtF(Ehn)FtF 


Doran wasn't exactly sure what to expect when the turbolift reached 
its destination. He'd never met a Mandalorian before, much less 
been inside a Mandalorian home. Though his mom wasn't adverse 
to danger—in fact she had taken him on enough missions of varying 
peril that some 'normal' mothers might question her mothering 
ability—Tyria was scarily good at using her Force abilities to avoid 
missions with too much peril. Then again, it all depended on what 
one's definition of 'too much' was. He doubted many teens had an 
opportunity to take down a ring of corrupt Bothans, helped to end a 
blood feud just as it was taking off, talked with an honest Hutt, or 
brought a droid that actually worked from odorless Jawas. Only 
thirteen and he had already seen three corners of the galaxy, met 
Jedi from the Republic era...and taken lives. But he had yet to meet 
the renowned Mandalorians in any setting, cantina or otherwise. 


When the lift platform came to a stop, Doran stepped down onto the 
durasteel floor and took his first look at the inside of the training 
facility. Evidently it was designed to ensure that any unwanted 
visitors up the lift tubes would face a relatively quick death. 
Stepping off the lift platform, he had found himself at the bottom of 
a fairly deep pit surrounded by curving metal walls. A lone ladder 
was the only way to leave the room, and Doran could tell from a 
low hum that came from it that the metal rungs were electrified. 


Doran looked around the room, figuring someone was observing 
him. "Goran Beviin told me to find Dinua Jeban." 


"Poor ossik," came the response from a well-camouflaged speaker 
box. 


The electric current disappeared, along with its accompanying hum. 
"Smarter than the last three dikute that came through though," a second 
voice commented with amusement. "I thought we'd have another 
crispy Mandalorian pretender." 


Doran hesitated a moment, tentatively reaching a hand out for the 
ladder. 


"Zap!" The first voice called out suddenly. 


Doran nearly leaped into the air, his heart pounding. Glaring up at 
the ceiling, he gripped the ladder definitively and began climbing. 
"Very funny." 


"Should have seen your face, ad. Couldn't resist." 


"Bored with the guard duty?" Doran continued the conversation as 
he began his ascent. 


"We didn't go through our training just to be glorified doormen," the 
second voice dourly replied. 


"Think of it this way, you're ensuring that future Mandalorians 
aren't the sort of idiots who grab electrified ladders." 


"It doesn't help much. Doesn't take a lot of brains to electrify dikute." 


"Come on guys," Doran continued conversationally. He did so, 
partly to be friendly, but also to keep himself from being terrified. 
"Work with me. What about the pride you'll get by ensuring the 
safety of us future Mandalorians? You can't just entrust the door to 
anyone. I'll even tell Mr. Beviin you're doing one heck of a job at 
your duty." 


"Ad, we can turn the electricity back on at any time you know. You tell 
him that and this is all we'd be doing." 


"And here I thought I was making my first friends," Doran said with 
a smile borne from pure nervousness and fear. He hastily reached 
the top of the ladder and pulled himself through a hatch. 


After the freezing cold outside, the blast of warm air was a definite 
shock. Evidently the Mandalorians did keep their facility heated, 
heated at a balmy tropical clime with high humidity. The sudden 
change caused Doran to shudder. Sitting at a desk just a few meters 
away from the hatch were two Mandalorians in full armor, their 
helmets resting atop the desk. They both gave him half nods, 
attempting to be stern, but betrayed by the glimmering in their eyes 
and the twitch at the corners of their mouths. 


"Su'cuy, ad," the Mandalorian on the right greeted. His deep tones 
immediately letting Doran know that this was the owner of the 
second voice over the intercom. "The name's Teroc. You sure you're 
in the right place?" 


"Not at all," Doran said, taking a moment to look around. He found 


himself in a small transparasteel cube-like office, giving Doran a 
clear view of the many activities happening outside. The former 
mining platform had been transformed into a giant gym. 


A series of heavy ropes replaced the electrical wiring of long-absent 
machinery and were strung out from wall to wall like jungle vines. 
These had a small handful of physically fit Mandalorian climbing on 
them at almost complete vertical and horizontal angles while in full 
armor. Several drill shafts appeared to been converted into 
swimming holes of some sort, and more individuals were diving in 
with weights attached to their arms and legs. A far wall had been 
converted into an obstacle course, with various hazards like gouts 
of flame and swinging metal balls adding to the danger. A shooting 
range was stationed across from this, adjacent to a section 
seemingly devoted to cardio exercises. 


"What is this place?" Doran managed. "Some sort of fitness club?" 


"This place is our workout area," the Mandalorian on the left said, 
his voice tinged with amusement. "The initiates here come here to 
blow off some steam. Your training facilities are located in the 
wings. You won't be allowed access to the center again until you get 
instructor approval. Wouldn't want you to hurt that baby-face of 
yours." 


"Thanks for caring," Doran replied. 


"Then again, you said you have Jeban as your instructor, right?" 
Teroc shook his head, an expression of sympathy on his face. "As 
big a boy as you are, she'll chew you up and spit you out. Two guys 
a lot bigger, older, and tougher than you already washed out 
because of they couldn't keep up with the schedule she set. So don't 
get too comfortable here." 


"Already have a wager going, don't you?" Doran tilted his head. 


The Mandalorians chuckled. "You're not all that bad, kid. Yeah, I've 
got twenty credits that says you'll be going home before the week is 
out. Shukir here thinks you won't even last past your first full day." 


"If I last the full year?" 


"You do that, you'll have the respect of our clan, and our apologies," 
Shukir replied, looking dubious. "Anyways, you might want to get 
going. Dinua Jeban doesn't appreciate training partners, even more 
so if they're late." 


"Where can I find her?" 


Shukir's partner took a moment to glance about the room. After a 
few seconds passed, he gestured towards one of the sparring rings. 
"She's over at the Battle Circle today, it looks like. I wonder what 
shabla made a pass at her this time." 


Doran followed the Mandalorian's gesture. When his eyes stopped at 
the lone female in the circle, his mouth went dry and his eyebrows 
rose. 


She was beautiful. 


The female teen's loose workout pants and exercise tunic only 
enhanced her physically fit form. Her raven-black hair, tied back in 
a loose pony-tail, whipped around as she delivered a spinning kick 
to her opponent. The heel of Dinua's foot impacted with the jaw of 
her opponent, the sound of his teeth clacking together nearly 
audible over the sounds of the other activities occurring in the 
room. Her opponent, who had been a head taller than her with 
biceps almost as big as her slender face, swayed for a moment, then 
collapsed to the ground. 


Doran thought that the match was over, but then another male 
stepped into the ring. Evidently he was the buddy of the one that 
had just been knocked out because he was gesturing at several 
others to drag the dazed combatant out of the ring. This new 
challenger was clearly a bit smarter, keeping his distance as he and 
Dinua circled each other in the ring. 


"Well," Shukir chuckled darkly. "Aren't you going to go introduce 
yourself?" 


"For some reason I feel safer in this cube," Doran deadpanned, 
unable to tear his eyes away from the deadly warrior woman in 
action. Her new opponent decided to launch an all-out attack, 
attempting to overwhelm her with his size and strength. Dinua, 
however, agilely continued to skirt along the outer edges of the 
fighting ring, goading her attacker with taunting strikes to his arms 
and legs. 


Obviously frustrated, her opponent appeared to say something to 
her. It was probably the worst thing he could have done. Dinua's 
brown eyes flashed with sheer hatred, and she promptly lashed out. 
She was a whirlwind of motion, knocking aside his arms as she spun 
in for the kill. She slammed her elbow into the man's nose, then 


snapped a harsh kick into the man's left knee. As he went down, she 
grabbed one arm, twisted it, and promptly stomped on the 
awkwardly angled limb. Before the man could howl, she drove her 
knee into his face and threw him to the ground. It was clear she 
wasn't going to stop with that, and the others around the ring 
seemed to realize it. Before she could inflict a fatal injury to the 
blooded combatant, several of the observers quickly rushed in to 
subdue her. After a moment of struggle, she shook them off with a 
glare, grabbed a towel off the bench, and stalked off; her face 
expressionless. 


"Go on," Teroc said with great amusement. "Good luck." 


Doran swallowed, his mouth dry despite the humidness of the 
room. "Thanks...I think." 


FtF(Cuir)FtF 


As Doran trailed after the irate killer Mando-in-training, he briefly 
realized a glaring absence in his education. Though his mom was 
good at ensuring he knew his Basic, math, and history, as well as 
Jedi abilities and self-defense, for some reason she had neglected to 
explain the mystery of girls. Sure he had talked to a few around his 
age before, his best friend Sannah being one of them, but he never 
really had to approach one by himself. He didn't think he'd be 
exaggerating if he said that a single misspoken word to this 
Mandalorian could get him killed. 


He shook his head, trying to rid it of the images of a very attractive 
teenage girl who probably didn't want to have anything to do with 
him. Though he was good friends with Sannah, she was still a little 
girl and just an occasional acquaintance with whom he could share 
his stories with. Dinua, on the other hand, was every bit the 
attractive young woman a guy might like; aside from the whole 
willingness to break your bones for talking to her. 


And to think he was going to have to spend an entire year learning 
from her. 


He sighed as he mentally reviewed his predicament. The attraction 
was far more than physical. There was something else about her 
that he couldn't get out of his head even if he tried. Without using 
the Force, during that brief moment he had watched her fight, he 
could tell that she was hurting. Hurting bad, and yet pushing on 
despite the pain. He had also seen similar pain in a survivor of the 
Jedi Purge he and his mom had stumbled across. His lessons with 


an Echani instructor had taught him how to learn about others 
through the way they fought; and he had learned much about Dinua 
in her brief flurry of motion. For some reason, his heart went out to 
the Mandalorian teen and he suddenly wanted to do something to 
make that pain go away. 


Doran groaned, now realizing just how much he was regretting the 
obvious gap in his education. 


He pushed aside the doors to the outer ring of the mining platform 
and was immediately inundated with a rush of cold, arid air. 
Holding up a hand to ward off the intense afternoon sun, he could 
see the figure of Dinua Jeban walk across a narrow catwalk to one 
of the floating platforms on the other side. 


"Dinua Jeban!" Doran called out, his voice frighteningly loud in the 
deathly silence of their surroundings. 


The teenage Mandalorian paused, but didn't turn around. Taking 
that as a sign, Doran hurried his way across the catwalk to catch up. 
Thankfully, the Mandalorian remained where she was. Leaping over 
one last length of ventilation piping, Doran came to a halt a few 
steps away. Small wisps of steam continued to rise off her sweat- 
slickened form as her exercise-warmed body chilled in the 
atmosphere of Gargon. 


"Hi," Doran breathed faintly. 


The Mandalorian teen's face could have been carved from stone as 
she regarded him without emotion. "What do you want, ad?" 


"You're Dinua Jeban, right? Goran said to tell you that you were 
going to be my instructor." 


The look of absolute disbelief was clear on her face as she looked 
him over. "Clearly he was joking." 


"Errr...." Doran rubbed the back of his head. "I don't think so." 


The teen looked away, muttering a series of curses under her 
breath. "You're trying to become a Mandalorian?" 


"Not really," Doran shook his head. "Just trying to learn how to 
survive." 


A thin dark eyebrow arched at the comment, but evidently it had 


been the right answer. "Combat experience?" 
"Some." 


Intense dark brown eyes bore into him, evaluating him, judging 
him. "At least my father didn't send me a complete lost cause this 
time." 


"Thanks, I think? Wait, Goran's your father?" 
"He is now," Dinua replied tersely. "Did he tell you anything else?" 


Still slightly surprised by the revelation, Doran struggled to keep 
up. "Yes, something about preparing me for a verd-go-something or 
another. He wants to test me in a week." 


"Verd'goten?" Dinua's eyebrows shot up. "You mean you haven't 
even...How old are you?" 


"Thirteen," Doran regarded the Mandalorian, who looked him over 
once more. 


"Big for your age. Are you just a human?" 


"Yeah, got a bunch of my dad's genes. Started my growth spurt two 
years ago," Doran shrugged, a little self-conscious. "How about you? 
How old are you." 


"Survive the Verd'goten and I'll tell you," Dinua shook her head. She 
continued the trek he had interrupted. 


"What's a verdgoten?" Doran asked hesitantly. A door whooshed 
open and led them into a utilitarian metal corridor. 


"Scared?" 


"Not really. Last year, I got involved in some rite with a name I 
could barely pronounce and didn't understand. I ended up drinking 
two cups of bitter-beetle juice and dancing around a fireplace in a 
loin cloth," Doran deadpanned. "By the end of the day, I was 
apparently promised to some chieftain's daughter with the hopes 
that any offspring would be Force-sensitive and able to lead them to 
a new future." 


Dinua halted in her tracks. Doran, realizing what he had just said, 
groaned. "Err...I don't suppose you'll forget about what I just said?" 


Dinua, however, turned her stone-cold eyes towards him. "You're a 
Jetii?" 


"Just in training," Doran winced, hoping that not being a full- 
fledged Jedi would give him some leeway. 


Dinua muttered another curse under her breath. When she looked 
up at him, her eyes were full of loathing. "Great, I take it back. 
You're worse than those washouts that came before you. You're 
nothing but a dar'manda." 


"A what?" 


Dinua, however, advanced on him, pressing her forearm against his 
throat and grabbing his shirt. Her voice was but a whisper, but with 
lethal qualities. "Listen, dar'manda, I intend to become Or'ramikad, 
and I will not let you screw this up for me. You slow me down, I'll 
kill you. You embarrass my name, I'll kill you. You so much as use 
an iota of your Jedi powers when I'm training you..." 


"You'll kill me," Doran, flatfooted by her initial surge of action, 
managed to push her back. "Yeah, I got it." 


"Becoming Mandalorian is no joke," Dinua growled, her voice just as 
cold as the weather outside the building. "This is not a place to have 
fun, to 'enjoy' living. If you think it is, save me the trouble and 
throw yourself off the side of the platform." 


"Alright! Geez!" Doran held up his hands. 


Dinua took a moment to collect herself, when she did she began 
walking again, but at a much faster pace. "Verd'goten is a rite of 
passage from child into adulthood. Mandalorians are not considered 
'adults' without passing it, regardless of age. It's a simple test of 
skills and survival; blaster, knife, hand-to-hand, endurance, hunting, 
and more. Most Mandalorian children are trained from a young age 
to ready themselves for it. We, on the other hand dar'manda, only 
have a week." 


"So what are we going to do?" 


"We are going to make sure you pass," Dinua said emotionlessly. "I 
hope you consider yourself in excellent physical shape, dar'manda. 
Because this next week will be nothing compared to any training 
you've had before. Get settled in, we'll begin tomorrow." 


FtF(Rayshe'a)FtF 


With the ominous threat of 'training' looming over him, Doran 
decided to try and spend the rest of the day learning about his 
home for the next year. The area he had followed Dinua into was 
the living quarters for some of the more experienced 'students' at 
the compound. His own quarters was on the opposite side of the 
decommissioned and re-appropriated, construction yard. The yard 
itself—shaped like two arches facing one and other and with a 
series of rusted-coated metal catwalks that tied the two halves of 
the construction yard together—was one of several unique, 
sprawling platforms that made up the Mandalorian training camp. 
Even given a year, Doran didn't think he'd ever be able to visit 
every single corner. 


Once he had deposited his single sack of belongings in a room full 
of hammock-like bunks, he set out with the intent to explore as 
much as he could. But before he could get far, his stomach growled 
—loudly. With a sigh, he followed a series of signs and eventually 
came to a dining commons of sorts. It was jammed packed. But 
what surprised Doran the most was the diversity of those in the 
room. There were human, Weequay, Rodian, Rattataki, Dug, Nikto, 
Duros, and many others, all milling about around utilitarian metal 
tables spread throughout the room. He hadn't seen such a diverse 
array of species since his mother had taken him to Coruscant as a 
child. Of course, one other thing he noticed was that he was 
probably the youngest one in the room. He supposed he was 
fortunate his large build let him look a couple of years older than 
he actually was. Even then, he stood out amongst the grizzled 
veterans and uniformed twenty-somethings that filled the room. 


"New here?" 


A voice from behind him caused him to jerk in surprise. He spun 
around and found himself glancing down at his chest-level at 
another girl around his age. Caring blue eyes shining kindly and 
with curiosity, the teenage girl held out a hand. "Su'cuy. Ni cuyi 
Tracyn Gedyc. Bal gar?" 


The Mando'a was said in an accented, soft lilt, a gentle heart-shaped 
face framed by strands of brown-blond hair was tilted back as she 
searched his face questioningly. 


"Sorry," Doran hastily rubbed his hands on his clothes and reached 
out for an abortive shake. "Err...Ni cuyi Doran. Doran Sarkin 
Tainer. Oh, and su'cuy. I got it right this time, I hope?" 


At his use of Mando'a, the teenage girl before him giggled in what 
Doran found was a very cute way. "Nice to meet you Doran." 


"So, you said you were Tracyn Gedyc, right?" 


"Uh huh," she lightly slipped a hand into one of his and tugged him 
to a nearby table. "Verburyc ad be Manda'yaim." 


"I'm sorry, I didn't get that. I'm not exactly Mandalorian," Doran 
apologized, letting the smaller teen guide him into a seat. 


"Oh, sorry," Tracyn looked abash, her long hair falling to partially 
obscure her face. "I was just saying I was born on Manda'yaim, 
Mandalore to you Basic speakers." 

"I was born on Coruscant," Doran supplied, warming to the girl. 
"A long way from home," Tracyn smiled faintly. "You're new here, 
right? I've been here for a couple of months already and think I 
would have seen you before. You kind of....stand out." 

"No kidding," Doran chuckled. 

"Don't worry, you're not the only non-native here. All the proper 
Mandalorians only care about a person's character, not where 
they're from or who their parents are." 


"That's a relief on two counts," Doran said with an exaggerated 
swipe of his forehead 


Tracyn giggled again. "Are you liking it here?" 

"T'll get used to it," he shrugged. "I've been to worse places." 
Blue eyes twinkled. "Sounds like there's a story to tell." 
"More than one," Doran laughed louder. 


"You'll have to tell me some...oh no," Tracyn's expression fell, her 
blue eyes focusing on someone behind him. 


Doran glanced over his shoulder and saw a group of older teens, the 
type that let their testosterone do the thinking, head their way. 


"I'm sorry," Tracyn said, her expression pained "I shouldn't have 
started a conversation with you. Damn it, why can't those dikute just 


leave me alone!" 


Before Doran could ask what she meant, the leader of the four 
approaching them proclaimed his intentions quite loudly. "Well, 
well. Looks like the Kyr'tsad ad'ika has gotten herself another 
playmate. We have to do something about that, vode. Can't let the 
Kyr'tsad reform in front of our noses, can we? 


"Leave him alone, Kote!" Tracyn hissed darkly, her soft voice 
sounding feeble compared to Kote's bravado. "Usenye! Why do you 
have to be such an orijagyc?" 


Doran noticed how several tables were quickly pulled to the side, 
leaving a clear lane for Kote and his flunkies. He also noticed that 
despite her words, Tracyn seemed to shrink at Kote's approach. The 
action awakened a protective instinct in him that overrode his 
survival instinct. Which, in retrospect, probably wasn't the best of 
choices at the time. 


"Look, I don't know what this kyrstad or whatever is, and I don't 
really care." Doran rose to his feet and kept himself and the table in 
front of Tracyn. 


Kote, however, let out a barking laugh at that, holding out his 
hands. "Ooo, hear that vode? This or'diniika doesn't care. Well, if you 
want to be a Protector, you should!" 


A fist lashed out faster than lightning. Doran just barely managed to 
move his head out of the way, but he still received a glancing blow 
that sent him staggering into the table behind him. 


"The Kyr'tsad are nothing but trash," Kote growled, throwing a fist 
at Doran's gut, and then a haymaker towards his head. A spin kick 
rounded off the trio of rapid attacks. "Murderous, vicious, thugs!" 


Doran blocked the attacks and spun away from the kick, but the 
impact of Kote's fists on his forearms left his forearms aching rather 
painfully. Kote had at least several more kilos in terms of muscle 
mass, and Doran knew any direct hit would likely end the fighting. 


The handle of a something was placed into one of his hands, and on 
instinct, Doran lashed out. 


Needless to say, Kote did not appreciate having a dinner fork 
jammed into his fist. With one wild swing that connected, the 
enraged Mandalorian sent Doran's large form sprawling over the 


dinner table and fighting for consciousness. 


Towering over the dazed Doran, Kote pulled the fork free and 
sneered at the younger teen's crumpled form. "Start caring, ad. You 
keep hanging out with her, we'll do worst to you. Understand?" He 
punctuated the words with a vicious kick to Doran's downed form. 
Then, with a laugh, he gestured for his entourage and they followed 
him out of the room. 


"Don't worry," Doran groaned, seeing a worried Tracyn crouched 
over him. "I'll get use to it." 


"That mir‘osik! Hut'uun!" Tracyn fumed, glaring at the door Kote had 
disappeared through. "Kaysh ni skana‘din!" 


"Tell me how you really feel," Doran grimaced as she helped him 
into a seated position. "Anyone get the number of the speeder that 
hit me?" 


"That...person, is Kote Lok," Tracyn pulled out a handkerchief and 
dabbed at Doran's split lip. "I know Mandalorians aren't supposed to 
care about their lineage, but his is one of those long-lived ones... 
somehow. Apparently an ancestor of his was even Mand'alore once." 


"So he's like Mandalorian royalty?" 
"He wishes he was one," Tracyn sighed, shaking her head. 


Doran scrunched his forehead in thought. "What was that he was 
saying about kyr'stad?" 


"Kyr'tsad," Tracyn corrected, bowing her head. "It's a splinter group 
from the main Mandalorian enclave that advocates the return of the 
Mandalorian Empire. Both my grandparents and my parents were 
active members." 


"Were'?" 


The light seemed to leave her eyes as she recited. "This is the stuff 
of holodramas. My more famous grandmother was Isabet Reau, a 
Kyr'tsad fanatic obsessed with bringing about a new era for our 
people. Somewhere along the way, she had a lover who was killed 
by people unknown. Fast-forward three years and she discovers 
who killed said lover. She ended up going off the deep-end and 
tried to take on an entire clan by herself. Her body was never 
found, but the fact that the clan still lives kind of says which side 


won. My grandfather was Lorka Gedyc, Kyr'tsad's Overlord of the 
time. He and grandmother got together shortly after that lover of 
hers was killed, and had my dad. Then the mainstream 
Mandalorians tracked down my grandfather and killed him. My dad 
and mom were never married, had me young, then got themselves 
killed following the next Overlord. Happy story, isn't it?" 


Tracyn's dead tone caused Doran to flinch. "Very." 


"Anyways, that's why Kote has a grudge. I'm an affront to the purity 
of his Mandalorianness and it goes against everything he believes in 
if others think that my way of life is a good thing. You should 
probably stay clear of me unless you want your head bashed in. 
Kote's definitely not afraid to do it." 


"Well, at the moment, I've met exactly six Mandalorians. You, Kote, 
Dinua Teroc, Shukir, and Beviin. Of those six, only two haven't 
joked about killing me, you and Teroc," Doran tried to keep his tone 
light for her sake, but he was secretly wondering if he had made a 
mistake coming to the training facility. 


"Teroc's also Kyr'tsad," Tracyn brightened. "He's supposed to be 
looking out for me and any other descendants of Kyr'tsad. Training 
for Protectors is open to all Mandalorians regardless of their past, 
but as you saw, not all Mandalorians are chummy with each other. 
Also, we're forbidden from becoming Or'ramikade, Mando 
Supercommandos, and a few other more sensitive positions. It was 
Mand'alor's way of compromising with the hardliners like Kote's 
clan who'd rather shoot us on sight." 


"This is a training facility, right?" Doran said anxiously, glancing 
around the room. 


"It is, but many Mandalorian clans aren't picky about who they 
invite into their clan. I'd say only thirty, maybe forty-percent of the 
people in this barracks were actually born on Manda'yaim or one of 
her colonies. The others are mercenaries, former soldiers, children 
of former soldiers, skilled armor-smiths, techies, and the random 
person in the galaxy who somehow managed to make an impression 
on the clan leader. The population of Manda'yaim is only a few 
million as it is, so it's not like we have a large pot to draw from. The 
instructors here have to really sniff out those fit to protect 
Manda'yaim and serve Mand'alor, and those just trying to get 
'Mandalorian training’ on their resume." 


"That explains a few things," Doran sighed, immediately thinking 


about his promised training. "I'm in the latter category at the 
moment, so I hope my trainer doesn't hold it against me." 


Tracyn's kind blue eyes searched his face. "Wait, you said you knew 
'Dinua.' This wouldn't be Dinua Jeban, would it?" 


"Yes, she's supposed to be teaching me all things Mando," Doran 
confirmed, watching Tracyn's blue eyes grow wide in shock and 
fear. "What?" 


Tracyn looked down. "Kaysh gana birov haastale. Be careful around 
her, please. She's in a tough place right now has a jaro, death wish, 
too, I think. Being Commander Beviin's adopted daughter probably 
doesn't help much either. Listen to her instructions, but try not to 
take some of her harsher words to heart." 


"I heard about the last couple of guys she trained." 


"Complete nibrale...losers," Tracyn shook her head. "One of them 
was just a bounty-hunter trying to emulate the great Boba Fett. 
Lasted a single week. The other was a Mando from a prestigious 
clan. He lasted a month, during which, she utterly destroyed, 
humiliated, and even got him kicked out of his clan. Never heard 
what happened to him after he left the camp in just his skivvies." 


"Great." 


"Don't worry. I can already tell you're not like those other two. For 
one, neither of them gave me the time of day," Tracyn patted his 
arm reassuringly. 


"Any tips then?" 


"Be patient," Tracyn said softly, reaching out to grip one of his 
hands. "And remember. Some wounds take a very long time to heal. 
Come on, let's get you to the medbay. It's still another five hours 
until dark, so that should be enough time to patch you up. A tip to 
survive in this place? Avoid getting hit by Kote in the near future." 


"On my things to do list," Doran grimaced as Tracyn helped him to 
his feet, his ribs protesting against any movement. Their height 
difference was almost amusing. Whereas Dinua had at least been as 
tall as his chin, Tracyn barely came up to his chest. 


"What are you, a human-Wookie hybrid?" Tracyn grumbled, trying 
to support his weight. 


"And what are you, shrimp? A Mando-Ugnaught hybrid?" 


"An Ugnaught!" Tracyn repeated incredulously. "I'll have you know 
my cuteness is from my Ewok genes! Ugnaught my shebs." 


The laughter of the two young teens echoed down the hallway, 
brightening an otherwise lifeless barracks. Unseen by either of 
them, their departure was watched by several individuals, each 
with their own plans and motives in mind. The place was, after all, 
a Mandalorian training facility, and no one there was looking for 
friends. 


FtF(Resol)FtF 


"You don't have to be here," Doran whispered, walking side-by-side 
with Tracyn towards the assembly hall. 


"I know, but I didn't want Kote cornering you or something," Tracyn 
replied contritely. "We Mandalorians kind of have a saying. 'Always 
have someone watching your back, and if you don't, that's where 
the enemy will strike’. You stood up to me back there, the first one 
in the place to really do so. I'm just returning the favor." 


Blushing slightly, Doran shrugged. "It was the right thing to do." 


The two of them stood out by not standing out. They were clearly 
the youngest, least armed and armored, and least scarred, ones 
present. Doran felt his nerves almost get the better of him as he 
tried to walk between a squad of veteran, battle-scarred soldiers, 
and he was suddenly grateful for Tracyn's support. In the center of 
the room was a raised platform, visible to everyone no matter 
where they were standing. Opting to remain in the back, both 
Doran and Tracyn pressed themselves up against a nearby wall, 
scrutinizing the others in the room. 


There appeared to be about sixty others, some wearing clothing 
with their clan markings, others wearing custom-made armor or 
clothing denoting their military background. Most were clustered in 
groups around flimsiplast tables, talking in low voices with one and 
other and evaluating the rest of the crowd much like Doran and 
Tracyn were doing. 


"Recognize anyone?" Doran whispered in a low voice. 


"A couple of clans," Tracyn nodded, warily eyeing several larger 
individuals who edged pass them. "Some are on the bubble in terms 


of prestige. The Mando'ade, as they are now are kind of a dying 
race. With no glory, no sense of pride or honor in our heritage, only 
credits fueling our hunger. Many clans are in decay. For those 
clans," she gestured with her head in several directions. "Those men 
and women are probably their last shot at maintaining their clan's 
honor and dignity. After all, if it wasn't for the Resol'nare, our code 
of conduct, there is very little that separates a Mandalorian from a 
regular mercenary." 


"The Resol'nare, that's the oath to wear armor, speak the language, 
raise Mando babies, defend your family, help your clan, and listen 
to Mandalore, right? Errr...from what you told me, do the Kyr'tsad 
follow it too?" 


"Yeah," Tracyn smiled approvingly at his quick thinking. "My 
Kyr'tsad clan-mates follow the code, but replace Mand'alor with our 
Overlord. They don't recognize Mand'alor's authority, so many 
Mando'ade see this as a heresy of sorts. I'll tell you more about my 
clan later." 


"Okay," Doran returned to his people-watching. "Are there any of 
your Kyr'tsad clan-mates in this room?" 


Tracyn looked around again, her heart-shaped face darkening after 
a moment. "Not so much clan-mates, but there are Kyr'tsad in the 
room." 


"Sounds like there's a story to tell," Doran mimicked some of the 
words she had told him earlier. 


"Later," Tracyn breathed when the lights in the room began to dim. 


Silence began to settle on the crowd, as all eyes turned to the 
central platform in the middle of the room. A second later, and a 
quintet of heavily armored Mandalorian soldiers rose up 
unceremoniously out from the center of the platform. Speakers 
along the length of the room made the leader of the five just as 
audible as he was visible. 


"The law is not for the just," a voice Doran recognized as Goran, 
started. "It is not for those who do good or those who would uphold 
it. For they uphold the law within their hearts without anyone 
telling them to. The law is made specifically for those who will 
break it. There would be no law against murder unless there are 
people inclined to murder. No law against corruption, if there were 
no people who are weak at heart. No law against extortion, usury, 


and other monetary crimes if there weren't people who'd let their 
greed get the better of them. The law was created as a reminder to 
those who run afoul of it, reminding them where in society they 
stand and why they deserve the fates we the Mandalorian 
Protectors unleash upon them. Mandalorian Protectors are the 
judge, jury, and executioner, keeping our clans safe and united by 
upholding the law within their hearts. Most all of you in this room 
were adopted by one clan or another, each striving to prove to 
yourself and to your clan-leader that you are worthy of the name 
Mandalorian. Only some of you will succeed in this task. A select 
few will even surpass what is expected of you and be invited into 
the ranks of the Or'ramikad, the arm of Mand'alor himself. And a 
select few of you will probably die during training. But there is no 
reward without risk, no glory without effort." 


One of the other Mandalorians stepped forward. "By now, all of you 
will have been assigned an instructor or training squad. You will 
obey every order given by your instructor or squad leader. You will 
not wear a single piece of beskar'gam until you've earned the right. If 
I catch any of you parading around in our armor before you've been 
given the honor to do so...let's just say I won't be very forgiving." 


"One other thing," Goran continued. "Some of you may have heard 
the rumors of an impending alien invasion. Some of you might even 
want to fight. The Mandalorian Protectorate under Mand'alor have 
allied themselves with the Yuuzhan Vong against the New Republic. 
Do not question Mand'alor's decision, he is doing what is best for 
Manda'yaim and her people. If you feel that this is a mistake, leave 
this facility now. This will be your only chance to do so. If not, in 
the near future, should you make it through the training, there is a 
good chance you will be fighting the New Republic and their Jedi 
allies." 


Doran's eyebrows shot up, and he felt Tracyn's hand tighten around 
his, the petite teen glaring daggers at Goran. He distinctly heard her 
mutter the words 'shabuirla ver'verd,' and felt genuine anger flare 
from her for a brief second. At first, he wondered if she had guessed 
his Jedi heritage. 


But then, he had a feeling that she wasn't so much angry on his 
behalf, but angry about this Mand‘alor's decision. If he recalled, 
ver'verd was Mandalorian for 'mercenary'. Given her background, 
the current Mand‘alor was probably only proving the Kyr'tsad right 
in her eyes. And on some level, he had to agree. What man would 
sell out his own galaxy, have his entire people sell out the galaxy, 
for credits? 


"In the end, only the worthy will be given the title of Mandalorian 
Protector. In the end, only the best will become Or'ramikade. So, 
train hard, train well, and trust in your fellow Mandalorians. When 
it comes down to it, only a Mandalorian can trust a Mandalorian in 
this twisted galaxy we live in. Tonight, get what sleep you can and 
prepare yourselves. Tomorrow, you shall begin your training and 
we will see if you have what it takes to truly live in this galaxy." 


A Mandalorian in gold-colored armor stepped up next. "There are 
only a few rules here. One, you will always listen to a fully-armored 
Mando'ade like myself or one of the others. Two, as mentioned 
before, Mandalore is going to war against the New Republic shortly. 
So if we detect any transmissions, intercept any messages, or find 
out you are communicating with them in any way, you will be 
treated as an enemy combatant. Lastly, three, none of you are here 
because you want to make friends, but all of you are here because 
your clan leaders sensed the mando‘kar within each of you. Fight 
amongst yourselves if you have to, but murder of another initiate is 
murder of a Mandalorian, and the punishment for such an act is 
clear. Everything else goes, provided you are ready to face their 
clan's retaliation. We are all Mandalorian here, regardless of where 
we come from, so do your best to remember that in the coming 
months." 


A Mandalorian in red took up the orientation next. "For those of 
you unaware of Mandalorian politics, the Mand'alor has decided to 
allow several members of the splinter group Kyr'tsad to train with 
their brothers and sisters here. Regardless of what your clan has or 
has not told you about them, you are to leave the Kyr'tsad members 
alone. They are here by Mandalor's invitation, and to move against 
them is an insult to Mand'alor and his honor. Mand‘alor has his 
reasons, and in these times, we need to trust in his judgment even if 
we don't see the wisdom to it at the moment." 


Goran finished up the briefing by holding out his hands. "This place 
is your home for the next year. Train hard, prove your mandokar, 
and one day soon, I will consider you a brother or sister in arms and 
we will be fighting side by side. Oya, live hard and return to your 
clans victorious and honorable. Report to your instructors tomorrow 
morning and begin your first steps to becoming Mandalorian 
Protectors. That is all." 


As the five Mandalorians began to circulate through the room, 
stopping at some groups and bypassing others, Doran slowly 
released a breath. It had taken a while, but now it was finally 
sinking in. Here he was, in a military training camp preparing for 


some danger he knew little about, training with people who were 
being paid to fight the New Republic. And he would be here for a 
year. 


The apprehension and fear must have shown on his face, because he 
felt Tracyn nudge him. He looked down to see her smiling gently, 
blue eyes tender with understanding. 


"Nebaat, Doran. Gar cuyi ne'solus... You're not alone." 


"Not to sound ungrateful, but why are you doing this? Me 
interfering in Kote's thing was just the right thing to do, nothing 
special." Doran murmured, looking away and at the much older 
crowd around him. When she didn't respond, he looked back down 
at her. 


Soft blue eyes earnestly bore into his watery brown and she reached 
up to gently brush the back of one of her hands against his right 
cheek. "We Mandos have another saying, Doran. Family is more 
than blood. Family is the company you keep, the company who 
defines the type of person you are, the people who'll have your back 
no matter what. I've only known you for a couple of hours, but I 
can already tell that you're a good person. So much better than 
some of the people here striving to be 'protectors' of the weak. I've 
got your back, Doran. Can I count on you to have mine?" 


Doran breathed out a long, slow breath, his lips twitching as he 
fought back a nervous smile. "Yeah...yeah, I've got your back, 
Tracyn." He let out a weak laugh and rubbed at the back of his head 
sheepishly. "One thing is for sure, this is going to be one interesting 
year." 


FtF(Kyr Tuur Solus) FtF 


A\N: And now begins a five-chapter story arc that takes us through 
Doran's very adventure-full first week on Gargon. Next update... 
next week. Reviews are always helpful, what do you hope to see in 
this story =). As I said in my profile page, this is a modular story so 
though it's technically 'done' at five chapters, I'm leaving it open- 
ended so I can add additional story-arcs should the inspiration 
strike me. 
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With the briefing over, a small rush of people began to file out of 
the room. Not exactly wanting to be separated, Doran reflexively 
grabbed Tracyn's hand, and the two young teens moved with the 
flow of the crowd. It must have been a strange sight to the battle- 
harden and life-worn individuals around them. Once outside the 
room and clear of the mass of people, however, Doran realized what 
he had done and dropped Tracyn's hand in embarrassment. "Sorry 
about that." 


"It's okay," Tracyn replied, some color in her cheeks as she bravely 
held his gaze. "I probably held on just as tightly. Being part Ewok 
means I have a greater chance to be trampled on after all." 


"Right," Doran chuckled weakly, rubbing the back of his head. "So... 
errr. What's next?" 


"We could...ummm, do you have any hobbies or anything?" Tracyn 
said shyly. Now without the veil of 'duty,' 'forcing' her to 
accompany him, the young Mandalorian teen seemed just as 
uncertain as he was. 


"Telling stories," Doran grimaced, realizing how un-cool that 
sounded. "I mean, I traveled around the galaxy with my mom a lot, 
and whenever I returned home I have this friend I share stories 
with. It's probably not your thing though. I guess if you're up to it, 
we could do something Mandalorian; like spar or something." 


"Now you're speaking my language," Tracyn chirped in laughter. 


"Well, lead the way. Mainly because I have absolutely no idea 
where to go next. The central fitness area is for the more 
experienced guys right?" 


"Erm mhm." Tracyn nodded. "Don't worry, the rookies have their 
own place to train too. Follow me." 


Doran did. Navigating through long, winding metal corridors, 
flights of steep stairs, and across the icy cold open-air walkways to 
another floating platform, the trek to get to the 'training' grounds 


was an exercise in itself. Fortunately or not, Doran didn't feel too 
out of breath when Tracyn finally pushed open a jury-rigged 
flimsiplast door to an abandoned hangar. 


For many planets, six to seven hours after the noon hour meant that 
the sun was near the horizon and the sky was changing from day to 
night. The side of Gargon Doran was on, however, had eighteen 
hour days and almost six-hour nights. This meant that despite the 
late hour, daylight still shown through the open hangar in great 
abundance. Well-used sparring mats, weapon racks filled with 
practice weapons, and stands with protective padding littered the 
otherwise empty room. 


"Going to have to get used to eating dinner with the sun still up," 
Doran remarked. 


"Probably have to get used to a whole lot of things." 


"Is this place always so empty?" Doran gestured to the completely 
vacant hangar. 


"Most of the time," Tracyn confirmed. "Manda'lor gave the Kyr'tsad 
their own training room to avoid any conflicts with the rest of the 
Mando'ade. The cohort before my own had about two-dozen 
Kyr'tsad-related Mandos in it—actual members, family, friends, and 
the like—so they were given this otherwise unused hangar. 
Fortunately or not, I'm the only one in my cohort with Kyr'tsad 
blood. I get this nice big chamber all to myself, and I don't really 
mind." 


"Neat." 


"I like to think so. So, what weapons do you want to spar with? 
Wait, do you have any idea what Jeban's going to put you through 
tomorrow?" 


"Not really," Doran shook his head. "Only that I'm supposed to go 
through this verd'goten in five days." 


"Verd'goten? You're younger than I thought you were then," Tracyn 
blushed again. "No worries, then we'll spar with knives. Proficiency 
in knife work is one of the requirements. You'll be required to hold 
your own against a fully trained Mando, at least long enough not to 
be embarrassed." 


"Great." 


"That and the hand-to-hand portion are really the only 
competitions. Everything else—blaster shooting, survival exercise, 
and the endurance section—is just you trying to do your best. The 
test is designed for those between the ages of thirteen to fifteen, so 
as long as you've been prepared for it, you'll have no trouble 
passing." 


"Did you have to go through it?" 


"Uh huh," Tracyn's head bobbed as she pulled several sparring 
knives from their holders. "Two years ago." 


"Wow, you're older than you look," Doran parroted. 


"Ewok genes," Tracyn said dryly in way of explanation. She flipped 
one of the training knives over to him, and then another. He caught 
both effortlessly, testing their weight and feel in his hands. The 
blade was straight-forward, fifteen centimeters, and attached to a 
durasteel handle wrapped in cloth. "You have some combat training 
already?" 


"On Morellia. My mom took me there last year when I started 
sprouting." 


"Morellia..." Tracyn's forehead furrowed and she made a face. 
"Errr...where is that?" 


"Wild Space," Doran chuckled. "Don't worry. The planets my mom's 
taken me to probably haven't been heard of by most of this galaxy. 
She likes to skirt the Outer Rim in search of adventure and my next 
teachers." 


"She sounds great," Tracyn said with a whimsical smile. "What did 
the Morellians have to teach you?" 


"Basic combat training mostly. The Morellians are a dying species, 
only a handful of them left. One of them was this old soldier from 
their Morellian Enforcers, an elite unit. From him I learned how to 
fire a slug-thrower, use a sling, and some knife stuff. It really was 
sad, but at least mom managed to record a copy of their history 
before their species went completely extinct." 


"Another long story huh?" 
"Like I said," Doran shrugged sheepishly. "A hobby." 


Tracyn skillfully twirled the two knives she had in her hands as if 
she had been doing it all her life, showing she wasn't exactly as 
harmless as she appeared to be. "These are shock-blades. They'll 
give you a small jolt, and probably a bruise, if you make contact. 
You'll be using real knives during your test though." 


"Thanks for the warning." 


Doran watched as Tracyn flipped one of her knives into a reverse 
grip, blade parallel to her forearm. Her other was held out in front 
of her like a serpent's tongue, testing the air. He swallowed 
nervously. Using a lightsaber meant that his other skills had grown 
a bit rusty. He supposed that he was fortunate that his first 
opponent was Tracyn instead of the stern-looking Dinua. Carefully, 
he held both his knives up, his grip making their blades point 
outwards to the left and right of him. 


"Ready?" Tracyn asked, her calm countenance disappearing into a 
mask of concentration. 


"Yup," Doran remarked. He knew better than to underestimate his 
opponent, but it was hard to get into the right mind-set when he 
towered over her and had much longer arms than her. 


Tracyn was quick to correct his thinking. She sprinted towards him 
fearlessly in complete silence, blue eyes cold as ice. By the time he 
got his guard up, she was already within arm's reach. Their blades 
sparked several times, but she was so close it was hard for him to 
bend his long arms quickly enough to parry all of her attacks. He 
tried to back away, but she stayed with him step for step. Her 
blades jolted him once, twice, and then a third time, before the 
petite Mandalorian teen rolled out and away and sprang back up to 
her feet. 


"Three to zero," Tracyn said with a smirk, bouncing on the balls of 
her feet. 


"You just caught me by surprise that time," Doran half-whined, 
trying to nurse his badly bruised forearm...and ego. 


Tracyn shrugged and moved in again. Even though Doran was 
ready for her this time around, she somehow managed to float 
around his flurry of strikes and end up inside his guard again. He 
felt stinging jolts to the backs of his legs, and as he dropped to his 
knees, he felt his arms go numb from two more jolts. Tracyn 
whirled around one last time, and Doran squeezed his eyes shut for 


the next stinging blow. When none came, he slowly opened one 
eye, then the other, and saw both of Tracyn's knives resting on each 
of his shoulders. 


"I win," Tracyn said, her blue eyes searching his gaze almost 
nervously. Doran held her gaze, seeing both fear and apprehension 
as Tracyn very slowly withdrew her blades. It was as if she was 
trying to tell him something. Once again he regretted being unable 
to speak 'girl-ese.' 


The sound of the flimsiplast door to the room opening creaked 
loudly and broke the spell. 


"Tracyn, what poor or'dinii did you convince to face you with knives 
this time?" A voice asked jovially. 


Tracyn looked over her shoulder, relaxing only when she saw who 
it was. "Jintar, what are you doing here?" 


"Heard from Lok that you took on a new project. Came to see who 
he was." Doran saw the olive-skinned teen, black hair shaved down 
military style, make his way across the room. "And your latest 
training dummy has to be him. Su'cuy, don't feel bad about losing to 
her. She's the reigning knife champion in our age group. Even the 
ice-queen lost three straight sets to her." 


"Ice-queen?" Doran repeated, getting back to his feet. 
"Jintar!" Tracyn scolded sharply. 


"I know, I know." Jintar held up his hands in surrender. The fact 
that he had given in looked rather funny considering he was nearly 
as tall as Doran, but twice as muscular as the scrawny just-turned- 
teen. "Dinua Jeban." 


"This individual is called Jintar Skirata, from the Skirata clan," 
Tracyn jerked a finger at the other teen. "We're in the same training 
cohort. So is Jeban. Jintar, this baby-Wookie in human form is..." 


"Doran, Doran Sarkin Tainer," he said on cue. 


"Nice to meet you. If you're with Gedyc here, then we'll probably 
get along just fine. She and I do because everyone else thinks so 
little of us." Jintar then quickly added. "With Gedyc, given her size, 
that's probably easy to do." 


"Ha, ha," Tracyn deadpanned. 


"Anyway, Dinua would probably be with us to if she wasn't such a 
loner," Jintar continued. "She's about as unpopular as Gedyc and I 
put together. But we're not here to win any contests, so it doesn't 
really matter." 


"What do they have against you?" Doran blinked. To him, Jintar 
looked like the typical Mandalorian, almost like Kote, but with 
darker skin and a less angular face. 


"Well, my dad's one of a kind," Jintar began with a drawl. "Some 
people don't see it that way." 


"And I thought Mando's didn't care about who your mom and dad 
are," Doran looked to Tracyn in confusion. 


"Told you before, not everyone's born a Mando and had our way 
drilled into their heads since birth. Unlike yours, our cohort is 
overwhelmingly outsider-turned-Mando. It's almost like Mand‘alor is 
trying to fill up the ranks of the Protectors as fast as he can and 
didn't care who got in. Maybe it's because of the war with the New 
Republic. The quality of this next batch of Protectors, however, 
leaves much to be desired." 


"Don't worry, vod'ika," Jintar chuckled without any humor, his face 
a silent mask of anger. "I can hold my own." 


"Fun place I've ended up." 

"That's the spirit." Jintar picked up one of the sparring daggers 
Tracyn had let fall to the floor. "Any reason why the Kyr'tsadika was 
wiping the floor with your shebs?" 

"Trying to tell me something I think," Doran said sheepishly rubbing 
the back of his head. Unlike Kote, Jintar's reference to Tracyn's 
background sounded like affectionate teasing. 


"He has the Verd'goten in five days," Tracyn elaborated, her voice 
soft. "Jeban's his instructor." 


Jintar whistled. "Do we know who his tester will be?" 
"Tester?" 


"For the hand-to-hand and knife skills," Tracyn reminded gently. 


"You'll have to go up against someone who has already passed. 
Given your age he or she will probably be in our cohort." 


"I'm hoping they won't be as good as you or Dinua," Doran said 
nervously. 


"Probably not," Tracyn shrugged. "But on the off-chance you get the 
third-best fighter, Dinua will probably do everything she can to 
keep you from embarrassing yourself...and her. You'll be reflecting 
her ability to train future Mandalorians after all." 


"Right," Doran stretched his tall frame out on the sparring mat, 
staring up at the dingy metal ceiling of the hangar. 


"She'll get you through, Doran," Jintar said lightly. "If there's one 
thing I know about Jeban, is that she never backs down from a 
challenge. I don't know who your parents are to have gotten an 
outsider kid like you into this place, and I don't care. But they've 
trusted us Mandalorians to train you, to make you tough enough to 
survive all the osik out there in the great and scary galaxy. And 
that's what we're going to do." 


"I don't know. If looks could kill, I would have crash and burned 
half a dozen different ways after our first meeting," Doran said 
listlessly, not for the first time wondering if his mom had made a 
mistake. "And that's being optimistic." 


"She's like that with everyone," Jintar tried. "I would have been 
worried if she suddenly took to you and the two of you became 
ori‘burc'ya. You get the whole orientation about not being here to 
make friends, right?" 


"Loud and clear." 


"Let me give you a small tip. Ignore you were raised up in a proper 
Mandalorian clan, you'll have learned this, so let me even the 
playing field a bit. A true Mandalorian is more than just beskaar'gam 
and tracy'uur. A true Mandalorian goes into battle not alone, but 
with others at his or her side. Those here only to prove that they 
can shoot a blaster, blow things up, and be bad-asses, aren't going 
to make it into the Protectors. Those who know how to honor the 
core value of what it is to be a Mando, will." 


"Great," Doran glanced to the older male. "What would that be?" 


"Family," Tracyn answered in Jintar's stead. She sat down on the 


mat next to Jintar, smiling kindly at Doran. "You're not here to find 
friends, true. You're here to find a family. The brothers and sisters 
who will be willing to shed their blood for you and vice versa. The 
ones who will have your back and fight for what you believe in 
because you'll do the same for them." 


"Look at the pint-size, Jeban, and myself," Jintar said offering Doran 
a hand, and then pulling the younger teen to his feet. "And you for 
that matter. We may be outcasts, but we have people we can count 
on when the times get tough. That's a lot better than many of the 
others in this place." 


"You're including Dinua into this?" Doran said in surprise. "I thought 
you said that..." 


"Rule Number Two for being a proper Mando," Jintar said quickly. 
"Never cut off a potential ally just because they aren't all buddy- 
buddy with you in the present. Just because Dinua isn't a friend 
now doesn't mean she won't be in the future. Mand'alor is doing the 
same thing with the Vongese. We cut the Vongese off and all 
Manda'yaim will be is an enemy to be attacked. We offer one hand 
in friendship, and both the Vongese and Mand‘alor can keep our 
options open. At least that's what my grandfather explained to me." 


"Sounds like a wise man." 


"Kal Skirata's practically a Mando legend," Jintar said with a proud 
nod. "He, my father, and my uncles all fought in the Clone Wars. 
Fought alongside Jetii and survived all the chaos that followed." 


"Wow," Doran breathed, eyes wide. He had heard stories, met 
survivors, but for some reason this felt different. He almost spilled 
about his own parents, but caught himself just in time. "Compared 
to you two, my parents don't seem all that exciting." 


"Everyone can't be heroes," Jintar patted Doran's back with mock 
sympathy. "Besides, in the long run, it doesn't matter. The type of 
people your parents are is reflected in your actions. It's up to you to 
carve out your own identity and pass that to your own kids." 


"So..." Doran hefted the training knife he was still holding. "You two 
mind helping me brush up on my knife and hand-to-hand skills? I 
want to at least have something to be proud of when Dinua beats 
me to a pulp tomorrow." 


"We can definitely do that," Jintar said. "Any friend of Gedyc is a 


friend of mine. Coming from a large family back home, it was 
getting kind of weird with only her, no offense, Gedyc." 


"None taken," sky-blue eyes rolled mirthfully. "Look at it from my 
point of view. A dozen Kyr'tsad on this base and I hung out with you 
for the past two months. They were starting to talk." 


"Errr...can I ask why?" Doran said hesitantly. His lack of knowledge 
in Mando-politics made him scared of alienating his new friends. "I 
would have thought you guys would all stick together." 


"Not like it's a big secret. The Kyr'tsad is kind of locked up in an 
ideological-power struggle right now," Tracyn sighed. "On top of 
killing regular Mandos, they're now killing each other off. We're 
about five-thousand strong, but in so many pieces it's not even 
funny. The biggest faction belongs to 'Lady' Verda Vizsla, the 
granddaughter of the Kyr'tsad founder." 


"I take it you're not part of that faction?" 


"Nope," Tracyn grumbled, her normally friendly expression turning 
into a scowl. "On top of that woman being only a couple years older 
than me, she has her hands full keeping all of her own people in 
line. I wouldn't be surprised if she sent a bunch of them off on a 
suicide mission in hopes of ridding herself of all the troublemakers. 
No. I told you before, my own grandfather was the Kyr'tsad 
Overlord, Lorka Gedyc. Well, a bunch of his followers see me as the 
rightful leader of the Kyr'tsad and splintered off from Verda's group. 
I have about a thousand of them wishing me success, making the 
Gedyc faction the second largest group. Then we have a tie between 
followers of Viba's unit, he was the Overlord after Gedyc, the one 
my parents died following, and a myriad of others who think 
nonconformity is a smart thing to do." 


"So you're basically a Mandalorian princess or something." 


"Not funny," Tracyn glowered. "I don't want them following me.I 
don't want to give them orders to or to lead the Kyr'tsad to a new 
era. And I certainly don't want to wage war on anyone. I do it 
because otherwise my parents' deaths will have meant absolutely 
nothing. That's what separates me from Verda. She still thinks the 
Kyr'tsad has to blast its way into Mando politics and become the 
dominant force on Manda'yaim. I just want Kyr'tsad to stop the 
stupid struggle, I mean, blowing up gas stations and public 
buildings is completely pointless. If we truly want change, if the rest 
of the Mando'ade are finally tired of the mercenary life, then we 


need to start getting our people elected into office and stop hiding 
under rocks and forest bunkers and wherever else we've dug 
ourselves into." 


"You got my vote," Jintar said glibly. 


"Shush," Tracyn glared. "Just for that Wookie Number Two, you get 
to be my test dummy. You can show Doran what not to do ina 
knife-fight." 


Jintar blinked wildly. "Can I please take back my previous 
statement spoken during a lapse in judgment?" 


"A Skirata backing out of a challenge?" Tracyn raised her eyebrow. 


"Just don't cut off anything important," Jintar pleaded. He took the 
practice knives from Doran's hand. "The things you'll do for family. 
Please pay attention, it's not every day I volunteer to have my shebs 
kicked from one side of the room to the other." 


Doran took a seat on the mat and watched the two older teens enter 
into a fierce fight. Despite Jintar's words, the teen had some definite 
skill with the knives as he matched Tracyn step for step. 
Throughout the fight, Tracyn would call out things Doran should 
notice—feet position, angle of the arms, distractedness of Jintar— 
and then promptly up her speed. Eventually, Jintar's larger form 
couldn't keep up with the lightning fast knife slashes of his pint- 
sized attacker. Panting and covered in sweat, Jintar stepped out of 
the ring, shaking his head mournfully. The gleam in Tracyn's eyes 
disappeared, and she suddenly looked like a shy, modest girl once 
more. 


This time, in light of everything he had learned about her, Doran 
understood the previous message. Though she appreciated it, she 
didn't need him fighting her fights. She was more than capable of 
looking out for herself. 


"So....yeah. It took a little longer because I was trying to imitate 
Dinua's fighting style, but her arms are longer than my own and 
she's a little bit taller too," Tracyn wet her lips. "If you're feeling up 
to it, we can try to spar again. I'll match your skill level and we can 
go from there." 


"Sure," Doran stood again. "How'd you get so good with the knives?" 


"A Kyr'tsad veteran, Bo-Katan," Tracyn said, assuming a fighting 


pose. "She was kind of another faction all on her own, but 
designated both Verda and myself true inheritors of the Kyr'tsad 
tradition. Before she went on the long march, she gave Verde her 
helmet, and I received her shoulder plates and gauntlets. Both 
Verde and I haven't earned the right to wear them yet, so they're in 
storage at the moment. Anyway, it was Bo-Katan's passing that 
made me seek out the current Mand'alor and ask to join this 
academy. Bo-Katan pretty much taught me all the combat skills I 
know. It's strange, because if rumors are true, she also taught Verde, 
but only about matters of politics. You'd think, given our stated 
stances, she would have done the opposite. Now, enough talk. Let's 
see what you can do." 


FtF(IDFtF 


Doran had never been to an official school before. The only 'class' 
he had actually attended had been when he was only six, seven 
years old, and that had been under the kind and caring guidance of 
Tionne Solusar back on the comforting planet of Yavin Four. For 
some reason, Doran had a very strong feeling Dinua wouldn't give 
him play time or praise him and rub his head if he managed to lift a 
rock with the Force. 


Feeling like a kid going to his first real school ever, Doran exhaled 
shakily in front of a nondescript durasteel door. Though the night 
had been fairly short when compared to the extra long days, he had 
barely been able to sleep. So much was going through his mind, 
chief among them was how he was going to survive even the first 
day. Shifting nervously, he raised a hand to knock on the door, 
lowered his hand anxiously before it could touch the metal surface, 
then raised it again as he forced himself to act. He knocked twice, 
heart hammering in his chest. 


The door creaked open, rusted hinges protesting. A pair of 
deadened brown eyes with a lean angular face framed by long black 
hair regarded him with indifference. 


"You actually came, and you're early, dar'manda." 


"First day of school and all that," Doran said faintly. "Wanted to 
make a good impression." 


"Jate," Dinua stepped out into the hallway clad in a set of 
sweatpants and tank-top. Weighted bands were wrapped around her 
wrist and ankles, and she took a moment to tie her hair back into a 
loose ponytail. "We'll be working on your stamina today, to see how 


soft your Jedi ways have made you." 


"Should I call you Instructor Jeban, or Dinua, or something else?" 
Doran asked glibly, their footsteps echoing loudly as they fast- 
walked through the metal corridor. 


Dinua glanced at him out of the corner of her eyes, probably 
wondering if he was being serious or not. "Dinua is fine, dar’manda. 


"There's that word again. Are you going to tell me what it means?" 


"Earn the right to be called something other than that, and I might," 
Dinua kept up her veil of indifference. "Tell me, ad. What does it 
mean to be a Jedi, to you? What happens if a Jedi loses their ability 
to use your Force, will they still be a Jedi?" 


"Probably not," Doran scratched the back of his head, confused by 
the direction of the conversation. "If all my teachers are to be 
believed, a Jedi serves the Force, uses it to better the lives of those 
around them. Without the Force...well, they just couldn't be Jedi, I 
guess." 


"Think on that, then," Dinua said coolly. "Think about your position. 
You are currently a Jedi without the Force, what does that make 
you? Don't answer, just think on it." 


Doran opened his mouth to reply, then closed it, realizing he had no 
answer. Growing up with his super-Jedi mom, meeting and being 
trained by Jedi of different eras, spending his youth hunting down 
lost holocrons and recording oral tradition about Force-sensitive 
cultures, his entire life orbited the 'Jedi' way of doing things. But 
now that he was in this Mandalorian training camp, capable of 
using the Force but choosing not to, was he still being Jedi? Was it 
fair to the billions of other thirteen year old kids out there that he 
was getting lesson on how to survive from the best there was and 
they weren't? Was it a Jedi thing to do to better one's self at the 
expense of those around him? He recalled the many other children 
his age he had met on his adventures growing up. Would they 
survive whatever 'terror' his mom and dad obviously felt was 
coming? 

Lost in his thoughts, he absently followed Dinua to one of the 
turbolifts. The ride down to the surface was silent, Dinua keeping 
her back to him the entire trip. 


When they stepped out into the gravel and sand world of Gargon's 


mining pits, Dinua spoke once more, her back still to him. "Today 
I'll be testing your endurance. No using your Force to keep you 
going. You either have what it takes to do this, or you don't. Plain 
and simple." 


"Got it," Doran nodded once. 


"Then follow me," Dinua inclined her head briefly and started off in 
a light jog. "If you are to learn how to become a Mando‘ade, you 
must understand the core of who we are. All true Mando'ade obey 
Mand‘alor and raise our children in service to the current Mand'alor. 
Our language, our armor, the welfare of our clan, they are what has 
kept the Mando'ade united for many millennia. We survived the fall 
of Jedi and Sith, survived the Republic and wars long past. Why? 
Because it is no small task to be considered among our ranks. You 
either succeed or die, but you do so in the name of Mand'alor and 
for the sake of Manda'yaim. We survived all this time by honoring 
our friends and family in a way no one else in the galaxy does. No 
matter what happens, no matter how the rest of the galaxy views 
us, so long as one carries the name of Mando‘ade in his or her heart, 
the Mando'ade will live on." 


"I didn't exactly come here to be a Mandalorian though," Doran 
spoke up. "I just want to learn how to survive the war Beviin was 
talking about." 


"And you are not listening," Dinua hissed, glancing over her 
shoulder in annoyance. "To survive is to be Mandalorian. Only by 
having others watching your back will you have any hope of 
making it in this abysmal galaxy we live in." 


"So who watches your back?" Doran raised an eyebrow, slightly 
winded as he ascended a metal catwalk up a very steep mound of 
rock. 


"I don't need anyone," Dinua said immediately. "The one person I 
trusted...I can look after myself." 


"I never said you couldn't. But you're telling me that I'll be blaster- 
bait without someone looking out for me. What does that make 
you?" 


Dinua whirled around and gripped the collar of Doran's shirt, 
pushing him back up against the railing. Her brown eyes were 
almost like dark pits as she glared at him. "J am a true Mando'ade, 
will become Or'ramikade like my mother. The day I will allow a 


piece of dar'manda trash like you to judge me is the day I will take 
my own life in shame." 


"You didn't answer my questions," Doran said unyieldingly. 


Dinua's jaw clenched, a hint of emotion flashing across her face as 
she released him and gave him a small shove. "I told you, 
dar'manda. In this galaxy, only a Mando'ade watches the back of 
another Mando'ade. I have hundreds of brothers and sisters here. I 
know who I am and where I will fit into this galaxy. Can you say the 
same?" 


Doran raised an eyebrow, but didn't press the issue. The last thing 
he needed was to make his already angry instructor any more 
furious with him than she already was. With his silence, Dinua 
turned around and resumed their jog, but at a noticeably faster 
pace. 


The blue sky was growing lighter as the morning progressed, but 
the cored-out remains of the planet's moon could still be seen in the 
sky. The wind was brisk and cool, cold enough that Doran knew his 
hands would have gone numb if he hadn't been running. The rocky 
soil proved challenging to run in, and more than once did he catch 
himself lest he roll his ankle stepping in an unstable patch of land. 
But in a way, Doran found the run almost peaceful. He could feel 
his mind empty of all the worries and fears as he just focused on the 
path ahead of him. The only sounds he could hear were that of his 
own breathing and the occasional mechanical whirring from 
somewhere in the mining pits all around. 


He lost track of the time, but only realized this when he saw Dinua 
stop ahead of him. 


"You're in pretty good shape," Dinua broke the silence, sounding 
surprised. "Would have thought a dikut like you would have been 
more winded by now, or complained the entire way." 


Doran just smiled faintly, his breath coming out in light pants. The 
sun was noticeably higher in the sky. "Thanks, I think." 


"The area we're heading into is controlled by a local gang. They 
normally leave us Mandalorians alone, but they occasionally recruit 
someone with a solus mirsh." 


"Huh?" 


"Like you," Dinua clarified unhelpfully. "If we do run into any of 
them dar'manda, just let me do the talking and the sheb-kicking. Last 
thing I want is for you to be postponing your Verd'goten because you 
sprained your wrist punching a guy in the face." 


Doran just blinked and nodded sagely. "So...why are we going 
through this gang-controlled place?" 


"Given the limited choice here, your Verd'goten is going to place you 
against someone probably older and way more skilled than you. I 
don't want word getting around about how you fight and how you 
think. You're already at a big enough disadvantage as it is." 


"Oh...thank you," Doran meant it this time. 


"See if you're still thanking me when we're done here," Dinua 
showed the faintest of emotion via a predatory smirk. 


They walked passed a stack of fist-sized metal containers with a 
skull etched into the uppermost container. 


"That's original," Doran commented glibly. 


"My mother set this guy up here after she tore apart the 
organization he was a part of," Dinua said evenly. "Given that the 
organization was one of your run-of-the-mill pirate groups, 
originality wasn't exactly high on their list of priorities." 


"So she spared him?" 


"Even defeated enemies can be of use," Dinua shrugged. "He was the 
last one left, so he had all of his group's contacts and resources. He 
knew what would happen if he crossed mom again, so decided to go 
the safe route and work for her." 


The area they walked into was an abandoned circular mining pit, 
with rusted mining equipment spread out haphazardly. Tables and 
chairs, a small stage, a lighting system, and various other amenities 
were set up in the middle. 


"Jeban!" A blue-skinned Toydarian called out jovially from a table 
surrounded by scrupulous looking people. "This is a nice surprise. 
Haven't heard from you or your mother in a while." 


"Can it, Quito," Dinua said dryly. 


"Hey! You can't talk to the boss like that!" A member of Quito's 
group tried to stand as Dinua and Doran passed his chair. Dinua, 
however, delivered a quick chop to the back of the man's head, and 
he slumped back down into his chair. 

"Quito, what did my mom say about hiring idiots?" 


"You see it as idiocy, Jeban. I see it as loyalty," the Toydarian 
chuckled. "So, what can I do for you? Is your mother well?" 


"She's dead," Dinua said flatly. Doran looked at her, startled, but 
didn't say anything. Dinua continued on as if the fact her mother 
was dead didn't mean anything to her. "So you work for me now." 
"You?" 


"Do we have a problem?" Dinua folded her arms in front of her and 
arched an eyebrow. 


"No, no problem." 
"Excellent," Dinua's voice remained as emotionless as ever. 


"So, what can I do for ya? Need a new gun? A grenade? I just got 
several cases in from..." 


"Quito." Dinua arched an eyebrow and the Toydarian fell silent. 
"You see this kid with me? I need to train him up to Mando 
standards. Your people are going to help me." 

"And...just how would we benefit?" The winged gun-runner asked. 
"The debts I owed were to your mother, not you. Not like you can 
go jetting about burning out my competition at the moment." 
"Intel," Dinua replied. 

"This had better be very good intel." 


"A war is coming, Quito. A big one. I'm sure an entrepreneur such 
as yourself can understand what that means." 


The credits were practically shining in the Toydarian's eyes. "Do 
tell." 


"Help me train the boy first." 


"How do I know your intel will be any good?" 


"Are you questioning my honor as a Mandalorian?" The already cold 
morning air seemed to drop several degrees. 


Fortunately, Quito wasn't as simple-minded as he appeared. "Not 
questioning that. Merely, what if I already had the information you 
were about to tell me." 


"Fine," Dinua pulled out a datapad from the back of her utility belt. 
"Here's a small list of worlds that will probably need arms really 
soon. They're rich enough that they can even afford your prices, but 
small enough that your arms will probably make little difference 
when the war comes. I have more once we're done here." 


Quito looked over the short list humming to himself as he nodded 
or scowled at each entry. Finally he glanced back towards Doran 
and floated his way over to the younger teen. "So, she wants me to 
help make you like a Mandalorian huh?" 


"Apparently," Doran quipped. 


Quito looked back over to the dark-haired Mandalorian teen. "High 
praise Jeban." 


"I'm trusting in the fact that you've hired at least a couple of 
competent people in your time here." 


"Of course. Even picked up a few of your academy's cast-offs too," 
Quito cackled at that, gesturing to a table were several military- 
looking individuals were seated. With a conspiratory look to Doran, 
he mock-whispered. "Didn't quite make the cut and didn't want to 
return to their clans in disgrace, so I did what any nice person 
would do and gave them a home. 'Course they're really useful when 
I want a few heads knocked together." 


Dinua cleared her throat. "You mean my mother convinced you to 
take them in after directing them towards you." 


Looking slightly abashed, Quito rubbed the back of his head. "Well, 
yeah. But you didn't hafta tell the boy that." 


Addressing Doran, Dinua jerked her head towards a table of four 
Mandalorians. "They've passed the Verd'goten and know what to 
expect. Despite being washouts, they're more Mandalorian than 
some of the people back at the academy." Dinua turned towards the 


table with the wash-out Mandalorians. "Vode, you four mind giving 
me a hand training this dikut?" 


The four exchanged a silent conversation, then shrugged and got up 
from their chairs. One of them, a scarred Duros, looked skeptically 
at Doran. "You sure you want to waste time on him? A Verd'goten on 
this planet isn't exactly a walk in a battlefield." 


"Yes or no, vod?" Dinua repeated impatiently. 


"We'll do it," a human with a bleach-blond Mohawk said mildly. 
"Just surprised you brought him here to us." 


"My mother saw that you were good Mandalorians," Dinua 
answered. "Even if you're not part of the Protectors, you still carry 
the Resol'nare in your hearts. And that's who I want training this 
dar'manda here, real Mandalorians." 


"The kid's a dar‘manda but you still want him trained." An older 
human male with graying black hair said with clear amusement. 
"Interesting." 


"He was a dar'manda from birth," Dinua returned. "It's my job to 
make sure he grows out of it." 


"Some job. Glad I washed out," the fourth member of the group, a 
yellow Twi'lek female, chortled. "Sure we'll help you out, Jeban. If 
only because it will pass the time. Quito's running out of 
competition in this system, and his cargo ship isn't exactly designed 
for pirate raids." 


"I'm saving up for a few fighters and a light-frigate," Quito 
protested. "You lot keep eating up all my profits. Why do you 
Mandos have to have such a hearty appetite?" 


"We need to maintain the muscles that we use to beat up the guys 
that give you the money that feeds us," Mohawk-Mandalorian 
answered. 


"Bah," Quito waved a hand. "Just send my muscle back to me when 
you're done with them Jeban. They want some heads to crack, so I'll 
go scrounge up a few deadbeats who owe me some credits." 


In the meantime, Doran swallowed nervously under the evaluating 
stares of the battle-hardened warriors around him. Just great. He 
was so going to enjoy this. 


FtF(IID)FtF 


"Look, he lives." Doran came to to the sound of Jintar's military- 
influenced tone of voice. The comforting warmth of his bunk, 
however, lured his consciousness back to the restful void it was 
leaving. 


"Jeban really must have done a number on him, look at some of 
these bruises," the quiet tones of the Kyr'tsad heiress, Tracyn Gedyc, 
registered next. "Get me the med-kit, Jintar." 


"I don't know, Kyr'tsadika. He is Jeban's charge. We're not supposed 
to intervene in her training methods." 


"This isn't a method!" Tracyn hissed back. "Haar'chak, this burn is 
from a plasma torch!" 


"Maybe the kid did something to tick Dinua off? He did seem to be 
a bit heavy on wit but not on brains." 


"Still..." 


Doran weakly opened his eyes to see Tracyn wiping one of his burns 
with a bacta swab and then gingerly dressing the wound. "Thanks." 


"You're welcome," Tracyn replied, concern filled her eyes. "You 
okay, Baby Wookie Number One?" 


"Exhausted," Doran said hoarsely, closing his eyes with another 
groan. "Hungry too, a little thirsty." 


"You look like you went a few rounds against a Wookie, and lost," 
Jintar shook his head in disbelief. 


"Almost, just volunteered to be a training dummy for ex- 
communicated Mandos," Doran rasped. "Do you think Jeban will 
mind if I use the Force right now to stop my muscles from being so 
sore?" 


In the silence that followed, Doran managed to swim out of the 
exhaustion-filled haze that clouded his mind to realize what he had 
just said. He opened his eyes again. Jintar was eyeing him with 
amusement, but Tracyn almost looked disappointed. 


"You're Jedi?" Jintar said with disbelief. 


"Errr....no?" Still sore, aching, and tired, Doran hastily tried to 
salvage the situation. But evidently he was a worse liar than he 
thought. 


"T'll let you take care of him, I...I have somewhere I have to be," 
Tracyn stood and left the room in a rush. 


Silence followed, so Doran cast a desperate look at the lone 
Mandalorian in the room. "Jintar?" 


The olive-skinned Mandalorian grimaced, rubbing the back of his 
head with a hand. "Kyr'tsad and Jedi aren't exactly the best of 
friends. Kyr'tsad advocates for a return of the Mandalorian Empire 
and an end to the mercenary work most Mandos do today. One of 
the main reasons the last Mando-Empire fell was because of Jedi. 
And to Kyr'tsad, Jedi are the worst form of life out there. At least 
fellow Mandos can be converted, but in their eyes Jedi are 
responsible for the downfall of the glorious Mando tradition. Gedyc 
is still Kyr'tsad at heart, so you can see what that means." 


"Oh," Doran said, his heart sinking. Never did he think that he 
would feel bad about being a Jedi, but suddenly losing his new 
friend had his emotions off-balance. 


"She'll come around," Jintar said reassuringly. "Just give her some 
time." 


"You sure?" 


"You'll still have Jeban and I watching your back," Jintar answered, 
the doubt in his eyes telling Doran all he needed to know. 


"Great," Doran closed his eyes. 


There was a knock on the metal door to the quarters, and both 
teens looked up. 


"Jeban," Jintar said coolly. 

"Skirata," Dinua returned emotionlessly, raising a single eyebrow. 
"This dikut open his mouth about being Jetii again? I saw Gedyc 
running from his room angrier than I've ever seen." 


"You knew?" 


"Like I said, subtle isn't exactly a word I would use to describe this 


dar'manda." 

"Dar'manda? You're not being a little harsh? He's only thirteen." 
"Ogir'olar. A blasterbolt or Vongese-staff won't care," Dinua returned. 
"You go into battle without knowing who you are and you're as 
good as dead." 

"Still, give him a chance." 

"IT haven't drummed him out yet have I?" 

"The day's still young." 


"Hey! I'm right here!" Doran interjected. 


"So you are, dar‘manda. You can leave now, Skirata. He's my 
student." 


"Udesii, Jeban. He's like hell warmed over at the moment." 


"Definitely feel like that," Doran chirped, slightly miffed at how they 
were having a conversation about him while he was in his cot. 


"You, leave," Dinua pointed a finger at Jintar. She then looked over 
her shoulder almost lazily at Doran. "And you, ka'tini. If you think 
this is bad now, you better have another think coming. We're only 
just begun making you a Mando. Or do you want to give up now?" 


Doran clenched his jaw and shook his head. "I can continue." 


Dinua looked back to Jintar. "See, the ad can go on. Let me teach 
him. Go and comfort that Kyr'tsadika you hang out with." 


Unlike Jintar, scorn and derision filled Dinua's voice at Tracyn's 
nickname. 


"Her name is Tracyn," Doran interjected. 


"She's Death Watch osik, stinks like it too, dar‘manda," Dinua 
retorted, showing more emotion than Doran could remember 
seeing. "My mother made a living of putting a round in the helmet 
of any Kyr'tsad she found. I am not going to dishonor her memory 
by making friends with one. She's probably here to learn how we 
think so she can stab us in the back later." 


"You're something else, Jeban," Jintar shook his head in disgust. 
"Hang in there, Doran. It's been nice having you around. Hope you 
last." 


"Thanks," Doran waved weakly. 

Jintar left the room, leaving Dinua and Doran by themselves. 

"So, how'd I do?" Doran tried lightly. 

"Adequate," Dinua remarked. She reached into the pack she had 
brought with her and pulled out a medkit of her own. "Do the burns 
bother you?" 

"I've had worse," Doran shook his head. 

"Good, then you'll have a reminder to block the next time," Dinua 
unwrapped several bacta bandages and began applying it to his 


bruised forearms and legs. 


"Didn't peg you for a medic," Doran remarked. He sighed as the 
bacta began to sap away the soreness. 


"Didn't expect you to last so long. Everyone's full of surprises." 
"True." 


"Pay attention to how I apply the dressing. Mandalorians developed 
a technique that shaves off an hour or two from standard New 
Republic methods," Dinua ordered. 


Doran pulled himself to a seated position and watched Dinua work. 
She squeezed one of his patches until bacta dripped out, then used 
the patch to rub it into his skin. A crisscross method with the strips, 
and soon his right leg matched his left leg in appearance. 


"You've fought fights to the death before," Dinua spoke again, eyes 
darting to his, as if she was re-evaluating for. "I saw it in the way 
you faced down those four in Quito's camp." 


"They weren't by choice." 
"Mother told me those fights should never be by choice," Dinua 


nodded. She finished tapping up his bloodied knuckles. "You did 
well in Quito's place. The Mando there were impressed with you." 


Doran, suspicious about her sudden kindness, tilted his head. "Okay, 
what gives? Why are you being nice all the sudden?" 


"Don't mistake this for kindness," Dinua shot back dryly. Perhaps 
Doran should have waited to ask his question after she had cinched 
up his bandage, because her next pull was a bit harder than the 
previous ones. "There's still another eight hours of daylight left, 
more time to train. The faster you heal up, the faster we can return 
to the lessons. The faster you get those lessons, the better shape 
you'll be in for the Verd'goten." 


"Alright, enough. Am I your student or a stepping stone for you to 
become the Supercommando?" Doran asked firmly. "Because you 
can't go back and forth between the two. Either I'm a stepping 
stone, which means you'll train me to the bare minimum needed so 
I can pass whatever tests your instructors have in mind. Or I'm your 
student, and you'll actually teach me how to survive. You keep 
treating me like this and I'm not going to be in any condition to 
even take the verd'goten." 


At that, Dinua rewarded him with a surprising smile. "Very good, 
dar'manda. The last dikut I trained wouldn't admit that he had 
reached his limits and nearly got himself killed because of it." 


"So this was a test?" 


"Dar'manda, what makes you think the test is over?" Dinua stood 
and crossed her arms in front of her chest. "Get some food. In two 
hours meet me in the sparring room you, Jintar, and Gedyc used 
yesterday. Let's see what those two taught you." 


"About those two," Doran spoke up, stopping Dinua as she turned to 
leave. "Can you...I don't know, be civil with them at least. They're 
the only friends...family...I have here." 


"Jintar maybe, but after your little slip of the tongue, don't count 
Gedyc as having your back," Dinua remarked without answering his 
question. "Remember, dikut, two hours. Try not to tell anyone else 
you're a Jedi in that time, will you?" 


Without agreeing to anything, she left the room, leaving Doran 
alone in his thoughts. 


FtF(IV)FtF 


Despite his body protesting his every movement from Dinua's 


afternoon lessons aimed at putting muscle on his lanky form, Doran 
was on a mission. He had precious few friends on a station full of 
hardened soldiers, criminals, and all manner of tough-guys. Despite 
his size, Doran would be the first to admit that he was far from 
tough, and with his promise not to use the Force he was feeling 
more than a little vulnerable. Which is why he wasn't about to lose 
one of his friends thanks to something far beyond his control. He 
didn't choose to be a Jedi any more than Tracyn had chosen to be 
Death Watch. 


Clad in a tank-top and sweat-pants, Doran braved the rapidly 
cooling outside air in his search for her. He contemplated using the 
Force to help him, but his mother and father had taught him that in 
a galaxy full of chaos, his word had to mean something to himself. 
He would find Tracyn, even if it took him the rest of the dying 
sunlight. Doran ran through a list of things he knew about her. 


Fact one, she was a Kyr'tsad heiress, meaning she was pretty much 
scum in the eyes of all the other Mandalorians, especially Kote and 
his clan. So she wouldn't be anywhere out in the open or anywhere 
‘sociable’. 


Fact two, she was a kick-ass Kyr'tsad heiress, the reigning knife- 
fighting champion. Who, despite her impressive ability to throw 
Jintar around, barely came up to his chest. This meant she could 
hide in all sorts of small places and beat up anyone who did find 
her. 


Fact three, there were other Kyr'tsad on the station. If she hadn't 
told him she despised her position as heiress, he would have 
guessed that she had gone to one of them to help. Despite all the 
big talk about Mandalorians watching each other's back, she was 
almost as alone as he was on the station. 


And there was fact number four. Dinua was positively against him 
making amends with her. There was apparently some history 
between the two Mandalorian girls that he wasn't privy too, and 
after Jintar had made himself scarce, Doran had little clue as to 
what that history was. 


After searching all of the obvious places, combing through the not 
so obvious places, and avoiding Kote's gang more than once, Doran 
had an epiphany. With that bright idea in mind, he had dragged 
himself back to the hangar bay he had left a couple hours earlier, 
and began to climb. 


The thirteen year old let out a groan as he reached up and grabbed 
a handhold, using the last of his strength to pull himself onto the 
hangar-bay rooftop. The wind whipped by him, chilling him, but for 
once, it didn't bother him. 


He grinned weakly in victory, spying Tracyn sitting on the opposite 
side of the roof with her legs tucked under her. Her blond hair 
whipped about, but she was stalk still, gazing out at the desolate 
landscape around them. 


"Sucuy," Doran greeted, yelling slightly so he could be heard over 
the wind. 


Startled, Tracyn whirled around. Her expression tightened slightly 
upon seeing him, and she turned back to her silent ponderings. 


Heartened by the fact that she hadn't told him to leave, Doran 
hesitantly sat down next to her. "Tracyn." 


"What do you want?" Tracyn whispered, sounded defeated. 
"To be friends," Doran answered simply. 


"It's not that easy. Besides, you don't need me. You have Ms. Future- 
Or'ramikade watching over you and Skirata to back you up." 


"Tra..." 


"Look, I made a mistake coming here," Tracyn cut him off, staring 
him down with piercing blue eyes. "I thought I could understand 
the rest of the Mandalorians if I lived and trained by them, but I 
was wrong. I don't fit here. The Kyr'tsad way doesn't fit here. You 
heard the commander the other night, the Mandos have sunk so 
low, they're selling out their galaxy. You can't get any more 
mercenary than that. And now they're even letting Jedi join up..." 


"Well sorry for being born your natural enemy," Doran deadpanned. 
"T'll go tell my mom to hold the Jedi genes next time she decides to 
conceive me." 


Tracyn snorted and looked away from him. "You do that." 


"Look, Tracyn. I can't help being a Jedi, I was never given a choice. 
If it's worth anything to you, I haven't used the Force since coming 
here. Not on purpose anyways. Besides, Dinua promised to slit my 

throat if I did." 


"That sounds like her," Tracyn replied, lowering her head. "If there's 
one thing the two of us have in common is that we both hate Jedi." 


"I get that we've ruined the Mando Empires of the past, but what 
about her?" 


"Not my story to tell." 

"Not even a hint?" 

"She tell you about her mom?" 
"I only know that she's dead." 
"A Jedi was involved." 

"Oh." 


"Yeah," Tracyn picked at the sleeve of her threadbare robe. "Doran 
I...I'm sorry. I know you've never done anything to me personally. 
You've been a better friend to me than some of the Kyr'tsad on the 
station. But..." 


"You're giving up?" Doran switched tracks, having learned more 
than a few things watching his super mom in action. "You're going 
to let the likes of Kote and Dinua crow about how right they were? 
That the Mandalorian Empire you dream about is a stupid, little 
girl's dream?" 


Doran really should have expected it, but the slap across his face 
still stung like the biting wind. It was that added sting that made 
him realize just how cold it was outside. And the sun was still 
setting. 


"Ouch. Look, Tracyn. I understand things are tough, but look it at 
from my point of view. You at least share a tradition with all the 
crazies on this station. If you leave, you have a thousand or so 
adoring followers ready to die for you. Me? I have absolutely 
nothing but my brutish Wookie size and mouth that doesn't know 
when to shut up. You're the first friend I met on this station and the 
reason why yesterday didn't become too much for me. If I go home 
now, I'll probably one of billions who'll die in this upcoming war, 
and I'll die because I was cut out to learn the Mando tricks of the 
trade. I..." 


"Okay, fine," Tracyn sighed, looking at Doran tiredly. "Fine, I'll stay, 


dikut." 
"What are you, Dinua now?" 


"I came here with an open mind, so I guess it's not much of a stretch 
to help my people's mortal enemy get stronger." 


"That's the spirit, now can we go inside, I'm freezing." 

"Ka'tini." 

"Now I swear you're channeling Dinua." 

"I heard your sparring lesson," Tracyn smiled faintly and gestured to 
the exhaust vent next to her as she got to her feet. "Sounds like she 
didn't kick your shebs as bad as she thought she would." 

"Your tips definitely helped, thanks." 

"How did you know where to find me?" 

"Not sure how much you want to hear about my Jedi-ness. But back 
on Yavin Four there's this series of temples used by the Order to 
train the kids. I have this friend back there, she's a Melodie." 

"Never heard of them." 

"Fish people from Yavin Eight. It's complicated." 

"I'm sure." 

"Anyways, she and I have this place high on one of the temples. We 
would just sit down and share stories. We get to be alone and we 


have a nice view of the planet at the same time." 


"So," Tracyn developed an impish smile. "This girl...she your 
girlfriend?" 


"What? No, no way. I mean, she's two years younger than me, just a 
little kid," Doran stammered quickly. "Besides, I've only seen her a 
couple of times. Mostly when my mom takes me back to the 
academy for a supply run." 


"Just teasing you, ad. You know, for a human-sized baby-Wookie, 
you're really soft." 


"Thanks?" 


"You're welcome." 


They descended back down into the hangar, drawn up short by the 
sight of Dinua waiting for them with a pair of food trays. 


"Gedyc," Dinua raised a raven-haired eyebrow at the other teen. 
"Jeban," Tracyn replied with the same tone. 

"Decided to leave?" 

"Nope, staying." 

"My dikut's fault?" 

"Definitely." 

"T'll make sure to put in extra reps for him tomorrow." 

"Jeban." 

"Yes?" 

"Make sure the kid passes the Verd'goten." 

"Just who do you think you're talking to?" Dinua said challengingly. 
"Just making sure," Tracyn said airily. "See you around, dar'manda." 
"What? Not you too!" 


"Ka'tini," Dinua and Tracyn said at the same time. They blinked at 
each other, startled. 


Tracyn smiled hesitantly at a stoic Dinua. "I'll leave you to your 
student, Jeban." 


"Do so, he doesn't need any further distractions at this time." 


"Says the Number Two knife-fighter," Tracyn said with just a touch 
of gloating as she strode by Dinua. 


The expression on Dinua's face darkened, and Doran could only 
groan. "I don't suppose one of those meal trays is for me?" 


"Here," Dinua roughly shoved the tray at him. "Next time don't miss 
dinner. You need the nutrients if you want to be at your peak 


physical form. More so since you're at the age where muscle- 
building begins to come easier." 


"Thanks." Doran took a seat on one of the sparring mats and opened 
the container. A utilitarian cafeteria tray contained modest helpings 
of the basic food groups. "By the way, how'd you know Tracyn and I 
were up here?" 


"Gedyc often retreats to the top of the hangar," Dinua replied 
evenly, taking a seat next to him and opening her own tray. "And 
despite being a dikut, you do have more than a few brain-cells up 
here." She lightly flicked his forehead with a finger. "It was natural 
to assume that you would find her and convince her that her actions 
were not becoming of a Mandalorian." 


"Oh, I didn't exactly get around to that last part." 


"Like I said, I assumed. I am not always right," Dinua continued, her 
voice monotone. 


They ate in relative quiet, Doran still trying to wrap his mind 
around everything. "Hey, Dinua, can I ask you a question?" 


"I might not answer," Dinua warned. 
"Kay. Look, you mentioned earlier about hating Kyr'tsad." 
"I did." 


"Why? I mean, I know your mother fought them. I read up on some 
of the history and..." 


"The Kyr'tsad fight for a time that has long since passed," Dinua said 
tightly. "They are a pitiful few who are trying to force their dream 
onto others by any means they deem necessary, not caring that all 
of Manda'yaim have already rejected it. If it weren't for the fact that 
my father personally vouched for the safety of the Kyr'tsad who 
came here..." 


"But what has Tracyn done to you personally?" Doran blinked in 
bewilderment. "How is she any different than Quito and those 
gunrunners your mom tore apart? From what I've heard from 
Jintar, she still follows most of the Mandalorian Code. She just 
chooses not to follow your Mandalore. She already has enough on 
her plate with the thousand or so who want to follow her because 
of her last name, do you really have to make things harder for her?" 


Dinua glared at him again, but then looked away, looking as if she 
had just tasted something bitter. "You soft, dikut. Every time you 
open your mouth you say the most inane things." 


"It's a talent." 


Dinua's hands gripped the side of her tray tightly. The Mandalorian 
teen finally nodded once. "I will be...civil...to her. But don't think 
it's because of anything you said." 


"Of course not," Doran held up his hands. "You're just exercising 
that superior Mando mind of yours. You see the value in having 
another ally instead of another enemy, and if she turns out to be an 
enemy anyways, you'll at least know how she thinks better." 


"Dar'manda." 
"Yes?" 

"Stop talking." 
"Got it." 
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Hi mom, it's me. 


With the Mandalorian ban on communications to New Republic systems, 
I know it will be a while before you get this message, but I thought I'd 
record one anyways. In case you're worrying, I'm doing just fine. The 
days here are also insanely long and the nights unfairly short. It's going 
to take me a while to get used to nearly eighteen hours of sunlight and 
only six hours of darkness. But I've survived my first two days at Mando 
boot-camp and I've made a couple of friends as an added bonus. Only 
thing is that everyone's just a tad bit serious here, so I'm helping them 
develop a better sense of humor. 


In other news, I've decided not to use the Force for the near future. My 
teacher, a Mando girl a couple years older than me named Dinua Jeban, 
says that the Force is actually a handicap for the Jedi and that I have to 
find out who I am without it. She's a strict teacher, but fair. Though I'm 
currently very sore at the moment, her regimen is nothing like the Jedi 
katas or other methods used by those many teachers you took me to. 
She's currently preparing me for this Mando rite of passage into 
adulthood. And the more I hear about it, the less surprised I get about 
why all these Mandos seem so similar. 


You know, before you brought me here, I always thought of the 
Mandalorians as a nothing but well-organized mercenaries who will do 
anything for a paycheck. Even in the two days I've been here, I've 
learned so much about them that weren't in those datapads you had me 
study. They're definitely a bunch of intense people, but they at least 
know who and what they stand for (even if they don't all agree!). 


I'll record another holo-message tomorrow, promise! 
Your son, 

Doran Sarkin Tainer 

FtF(Chapter End)FtF 


A\N: Next update, next week! 
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Day three of his peculiar stay at the Mandalorian training camp on 
Gargon showed signs that it would be just as interesting as his first 
two days right from the start. After the very early morning run and 
workout with Dinua, a period where she remained just as aloof as 
ever, Doran made his way to the mess-hall. If there was one thing 
he could say about Mandalorians outside of their combat abilities, 
they really knew how to cook. Then again, they probably needed all 
the calories to replace the ones they expended. 


It was midway through his morning meal of sausages, egg, and 
some kind of flat-bread when the day took its first twist. The mess- 
hall was not exactly full due to the 'late' hour he was eating his 
breakfast, but it wasn't exactly empty either. There were about a 
hundred or so Mandalorian Protectors-in-training having a similarly 
late breakfast, and a few stragglers coming in every ten minutes or 
SO. 


One of those stragglers just happened to be Jintar, who caught sight 
of Doran and waved amicably. Doran inclined his head briefly, 
slightly embarrassed to be caught with his mouth full of food and 
his hand on his glass of juice. 


Unfortunately, one of the other stragglers just happened to be Kote 
Lok and some of his flunkies. 


"Hey, Skirata!" One of Kote's flunkies called out. "What happens 
when a science-experiment-gone-wrong gets together with a Hutt's 
pleasure girl? You get a muscle-bound dikut who thinks he's a 
Mandalorian." 


Jintar froze in place, his smile similarly locked into position. 
"Copaani mirshmure'cye, jukadir ti buir?" 


"Wouldn't want to get in trouble again, Skirata," Kote retorted, 
ignoring the insult. "By the way, was your mother sure that the lab- 
rat she bedded really was your father? Don't they all look alike?" 


As Kote and his group forcefully brushed by him, snickering at his 
joke, Jintar whirled about and blindsided Kote with a right hook. 


Kote was sent sprawling into a nearby table already occupied by 
several others. One of Kote's group retaliated, taking a swing at 
Jintar. The dark-skinned teen blocked the blow and head-butted the 
offender. But by then, the rest of Kote's group had shaken off the 
shock and had jumped into action. 


For Doran, normally every single lesson he had been taught 
involved avoiding conflict or trying to end it. None of his lessons 
told him to jump head-first into a melee he probably wouldn't win. 
Nor did any of his lessons tell him what to do in his current 
situation. It wasn't like he could talk everyone down while they 
were in the midst of throwing punches, or that he could use the 
Force without negative repercussions. 


So he did the next best thing. 


One of Kote's friends was about to bring one of the plastisteel chairs 
down on Jintar's head from behind, only to feel two sharp jabs of 
pain in his own back. He staggered from the blows to his kidneys 
and looked over his shoulder in time to receive one of the metal 
dining trays to his face. 


Doran smiled faintly when he caught Jintar's eyes, and the older 
teen smirked back. "Thanks for that." 


"Something about Mandos watching each other's backs," Doran 
quipped. His eyes widened when Jintar threw a punch in his 
direction, and he instinctively ducked. The fist made contact with 
another one of Kote's friends, and sent that Mando flying onto 
another table. "Thanks." 


"Just returning the favor, vod." 


Despite the momentary victories, Kote's group had been close to a 
dozen strong. And being from a prestigious clan like Clan Lok, they 
were well trained in combat. Three of them took the brief pause to 
leap on top of Jintar and drag him down, while another two 
proceeded to corner the other teen. The rest of the diners either 
ignored the fight or cheered the combatants on. 


Though as tall as the two older teens pummeling him, Doran wasn't 
nearly as muscular. After his forearms gave out from blocking body- 
shaking blows, he let out a gasp as one blow came into contact with 
his stomach. A second blow, this time a glancing strike to his head, 

sent his world spinning as his legs gave out. Several kicks, punches, 
and stomps, and Doran struggled to stay conscious and protect 


himself. 
Then a shrill whistle sounded, and everything stopped. 


Vision still blurry and swimming, Doran weakly tried to look in the 
direction of the sharp noise. A Mandalorian in full gold armor stood 
in the doorway, not looking at all pleased. 


"Who threw the first punch?" He barked. 


Fingers immediately pointed to Jintar, who was bloodied and 
crumpled on the ground after being mounted and pounded by Kote 
himself. 


The Mandalorian glowered. "Skirata, get your shebs off the ground 
and come with me." 


Jintar wobbly got to his feet, swaying as he did. He spat out a glob 
of blood on the floor and tried to straighten himself as best as he 
could. 


The Mandalorian in armor walked over to where Doran was, raising 
a single eyebrow. "And this poor osik’s story?" 


"He probably jumped in mid-fight to back Skirata," a voice that 
sounded suspiciously like Dinua's to Doran's still ringing ears, 
answered in response. Some of the others in the room confirmed 
her story. 


"Take him to the med-bay to get him patched up," the Mandalorian 
sounded almost approving. "I think he's learned his lesson." 


When the Dinua-sound-alike moved to obey, Doran was only 
slightly shocked that it was indeed Dinua. Of course, with his head 
spinning, any thoughts hurt, so all he could do was grimace as she 
helped him to his feet. 


"There are easier ways to get out of my training regimens," Dinua 
said flatly, half-carrying his weight out of the mess-hall. 


"Wasn't gonna let 'em take on Jintar. Twelve against one isn't fair," 
Doran slurred. 


"And twelve against two is any better?" 


"Why didn't you help out?" 


"Just arrived," Dinua shook her head. 


"But you wouldn't have intervened even if you were there," Doran 
pressed, his headache making him slightly grumpy. 


"Probably not," Dinua admitted. "Unlike you Jedi, I can do math. 
Three against twelve is hardly any better. I know when to pick my 
fights, and that wasn't the time. What set Skirata off this time?" 


"Some joke about a Hutt's pleasure girl and a science experiment, or 
something like that, I didn't get it." 


"You'll have to take it up with him," Dinua shook her head. 


"Will probably see him in the med-bay sooner or later," Doran 
shrugged, an action that caused him to wince in pain. 


"Maybe, maybe not. This wouldn't be the first fight Skirata let his 
fists get him into," Dinua said noncommittally. "I know my father is 
debating whether or not to let him stay. More trouble than he's 
worth." 


"What about Kote? He did kind of start things." 


"From the sounds of things, the only thing he did was run his 
mouth. Not his fault Skirata couldn't keep cool. He was defending 
himself afterwards." 


"So you're defending Kote?" 


"No, merely pointing out the facts. The last fight his people and 
Skirata had occurred just before you came. Skirata was confined 
quarters for a couple days. Definitely doesn't help that two of the 
instructors on this platform are Clan Lok. That dikutla Skirata just 
has a habit of picking the wrong battles." 


"And no one else backs him up?" 


"Who would?" Dinua said apathetically. "His clan's notorious for 
taking out a couple others that didn't agree with them. Got many 
others hurt just by being bystanders too. Some see the Skiratas as 
bullies. There's a reason why they're all huddled up over at their 
home and not part of the Protectors or Mand'alor-controlled 
Mandalorians." 


The door to the med-bay opened, and two med-droids hovered over 


and began assessing Doran. 


"We prescribe four hours of bacta and minimal physical activity for 
the rest of the day," the twin med-droids announced at the end of 
their exam. 


"See you in four hours, dar'manda," Dinua said calmly. "Having your 
cheekbone fractured and bruised ribs is not a reason to miss your 
training. We only have two more days after today to get you ready, 
and you definitely need all the time you can get." 


"Aye, aye, Instructor Jeban, ma'am," Doran muttered. 


Dinua left him in the care of the emotionless droids, and he 
achingly stripped down to prepare for a nice and comforting bacta 
dip. Just as he was entering the harness to be lowered, the doors to 
the med-bay opened, and this time Jintar was escorted in by 
Tracyn. 


The moment Tracyn saw Doran's battered state, she not too gently 
elbowed the already battered Jintar. "See what you did, mir'osik, 
you got the ad beaten to a pulp!" 


"I probably look worse than I feel," Doran said with a brave smile. 


"Keep talking and I'll make sure your looks and feelings match," 
Tracyn glowered. 


Doran hastily put on the oxygen mask to avoid saying anything else. 


"Sorry about that, really," Jintar grimaced, enduring the med-droid's 
poking and prodding. "I was just fed up with that bastard mouthing 
off." 


"And punching him made everything loads better," Tracyn shook 
her head in disgust. "I have exactly two friends on this station, and 
both of them have a single brain cell to share between the two of 
them." 


"Hey, we have at least a handful between the two of us," Jintar 
protested. 


"After the pounding the two of you took, they probably all escaped 
and headed for the nearest ack dog," Tracyn retorted. "At least those 
don't bite off more than they can chew. If you start a fight, can you 
at least wait until I'm there next time?" 


"Wait, what?" Doran asked through his mask, just before he was 
dunked into the bacta tank. 


Tracyn took an empty plastic bottle of disinfectant and proceeded to 
whack Jintar and then the outside of Doran's bacta tank. "Maybe the 
two of you would have fought a bit harder if you knew this cute 
little part-Ewok was going to get pounded if you didn't. Might have 
even won." 


"Oh," Jintar and Doran nodded sagely, as if they should have 
known. 


"By the way, we did just get pounded. Do you have to add to the 
abuse?" Jintar rubbed his bruised arm. 


"Shush and just get into the bacta tank," Tracyn glowered, her 
heart-shaped face scrunched in a cute combination of annoyance 
and worty. 


"Yes ma'am," both Jintar and Doran chimed. 


"T'll be back in a little bit," Tracyn said. "Right now I'm going to go 
keep Jeban from doing something normally out of character." 


"Huh?" Doran asked, his voice now with a metallic tint as he floated 
about in the tank of healing liquid. 


"Mando pride and all that," Tracyn waved a dismissive hand and 
headed towards the door. "Someone beat up her student, so her 
teaching skills will be in question. Let me tell you, having the 
second-best knife-fighter in this place angry with you isn't exactly 
conducive to your health. If we're lucky you guys might have a few 
friends soon." 


When Tracyn was gone, Doran glanced over to Jintar's tank. "Hey 
Jintar." 


"Yeah vod?" 

"Are all Mando girls that scary?" 

There was a moment of silence and Doran could tell that his 
Mandalorian friend was thinking of all the females he knew. After a 


few seconds, Jintar finally nodded in his tank. "Yup, definitely. 
Attractive, isn't it?" 


"You Mandos are insane." 
Jintar laughed. "That we are." 
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"And that's basically it," Jintar explained. "My dad and his brothers 
are all clones of a bounty-hunter hired by a Sith Lord to wage a war 
to help another Sith Lord come into power." 


"Oh, simple," Doran said sarcastically. Floating about in bacta for 
four hours meant that the two had a little time to get to know one 
and other better. 


"Don't forget the part where they cured their accelerated aging by 
using Imperial scientists, Jedi powers, and billions of stolen credits." 


"Oh yeah, forgot about that," Doran continued in the same tone, 
staring at Jintar in disbelief. "I also didn't forget how your mother 
used to be a Hutt's personal singer until your dad and his brothers 
ransacked the Hutt's palace and rescued her." 


"Fun times, at least according to Uncle A'den." 
"Again, you Mandos are insane." 


"So how about you? I'm sure with a Jedi mother you've had more 
than your fair share of adventures. Aunt Scout and Kina Ha had 
tons of stories." 


"Anyone related to a Jedi usually gets caught up in an unnecessary 
twisted adventure," Doran deadpanned. "But in my case, nothing so 
exciting as your story. Mom didn't know she was a Jedi until she 
was in her twenties. Dad was a pilot one wrong step from washing 
out of starfighter command. They had their usual military 
adventures, but that's about it." 


"Don't feel bad. I doubt many people have the type of adventures 
my folks have," Jintar shook his head in amusement. "I mean, with 
uncles like Meerel, Fi, and Ordo, you'll never have a boring day." 


"So, if I got it right. It's because your dad is a clone and your clan is 
kind of famous, that the rest of your cohort gives you flak?" 


"Kind of famous,’ I think I'll use that next time." 


"Understatement?" 


"Let's just say that my clan didn't get to where it is today without 
steamrolling over a variety of lively characters. Like...well...can 
you keep a secret, even from the Kyr'tsadika?" 


"Uh...sure?" 


"Not sure how she'll take it given how she doesn't seem to care 
about her flesh and blood, but it was our clan that off'ed her 
grandma's lover and made her even crazier than she was. Long 
story, but basically my clan is very familiar with Isabet Reau and 
her line. Even had a hand in taking out Gedyc's own father when he 
became too extreme in his views." 


"I take it Tracyn doesn't know?" 


At that, Jintar looked decidedly uncomfortable. "No...and...well... 
When grandpa heard that Isabet's granddaughter signed up with 
this training academy, he told me to keep an eye on her. We 
already know she has a sizable following in Kyr'tsad, so she's a 
potential danger to both Mand‘alor and my clan." 


Doran felt a chill run through his spine. "Keep an eye on her, that's 
it?" 


Jintar wouldn't meet his eyes. "Yeah, that's it." 
"Jintar." 


"You have to understand, Doran. Kyr'tsad, in their prime, murdered 
thousands in a single year; massacred entire villages for refusing to 
cooperate with them. They would do anything to further their 
goals, anything. Isabet was one of the instructors teaching the clones 
how to fight during the war. She tried to indoctrinate them into the 
Kyr'tsad way, even had them fight amongst each other so that they 
would understand the strongest live. With the way the galaxy is 
heading right now, we can't let the Kyr'tsad take advantage of the 
chaos and come back." 


"Come on! You've heard Tracyn. You know the last thing she wants 
is a continuation of that struggle. You've even known her for longer 
than I have and..." 


"I know! I know!" Jintar said helplessly. "But orders are orders, 
especially if they're from Grandpa Kal. It could be an act for all I 


know. Can't you use your Jedi powers to..." 
"No," Doran said coldly. "Tracyn's my friend. I won't do it." 


"Fine," Jintar said holding up a hand to placate the younger teen. 
"But see it from my shoes. Tracyn may not advocate violence, but 
she's still a firm believer of Kyr'tsad doctrines. Hence, she's still a 

danger to the Mandalorian way." 


"I guess even Mandalorians have a boogeyman they're terrified of," 
Doran commented. 


Looking rueful, Jintar nodded. "Yeah. Our own twisted reflection. 
After all, what else would a Mandalorian be scared of than another 
Mandalorian." 


An awkward silence descended, with both floating in their bacta 
tanks casting about for something else to say. 


"So...how's your stay with us so far?" Jintar said with false cheer. 
"Discovered if you have mandokar or not?" 


"Huh?" 


"Mandokar, you know, the ‘right stuff.' The stuff needed to eat raw 
metal and spit blasterbolts." 


"Don't know about discovering that. I did discover a few new 
muscle groups though." 


"It's a start," Jintar chuckled. "Your Verd'goten is in two days, right? 
Nervous?" 


"Not really. I mean, after what Dinua's put me through, it can't be 
all that bad, can it?" 


"All depends on who you get for your sparring partner. Those 
sessions are first so you might get the floor wiped with that skinny 
shebs of yours and be too sore to do anything else." 


"Memo to self, don't use butt to wipe the floor, got it," Doran 
nodded sagely. 


"I've seen some of what you can do, and it's already more than what 
others years older than you can do. You should be fine." 


"Thanks," Doran blushed. "It'd be kind of embarrassing if I flunked 
out of mando-school and had to get picked up by my mom." 


"Kyr'tsadika and I will be cheering you on from the sidelines." 


Doran smiled faintly, still troubled by the fact that all his new 
Mandalorian friends appeared to secretly, or not so secretly, hate 
each other. And he thought his life couldn't get any more 
complicated or weirder. "So what about you?" 


"Ve?" 


"I know you and Dinua and Tracyn are a couple months ahead of 
me. You planning on becoming Mando Supercommandos?" 


"Or'ramikade? Heck no," Jintar burst out laughing. "My uncles would 
be horrified that I actually put in hard work to become part of the 
establishment. But seriously? I doubt I'll make it. The base 
commanders only take the top five in every cohort. I'm good, but 
not that good." 


"What better way to shut Kote and his idiot followers up?" Doran 
offered. 


"A fist works." 


"And you end up getting your brand new vod in bacta right along 
with you, with Ms. Half-Ewok glaring at you." 


Jintar released a breath, shaking his head. "Doran..." 


"You said that Mandos watch each other's back. Dinua's going to 
become a Or'ramikade, so what happens when she leaves here?" 


"You just had to go and say that," Jintar laughed, but this time it 
was a softer, almost ironic laugh. He stared off at the distant med- 
bay wall. "Were you using your Jedi powers to dig that up?" 


"Huh? No, I was just..." 


"It's okay if you were," Jintar sighed. "Not sure how much you know 
of Dinua's past, but her clan and my own are pretty close...were 
pretty close. Her clan was one of the larger ones that helped to 
protect my uncles and dad after they defected. Paid a heavy price 
for it too, Empire killed off all of them but Dinua's mom. When 
Dinua's mom went off on her bounty-hunting and other merc work, 


our clan would look after Dinua for her." 

"You don't seem that close to her." 

"Things change," Jintar said distantly. "Anyways, Grandpa Kal's 
other orders to me were to keep an eye on her. Make sure no one 
gives her a rough time. Didn't see the point though. The Ice Queen 
can take care of herself. You'd have to be suicidal to even want to 
talk with her and everyone on this station knows it." 

"Your grandpa did give you orders though. Are you going to tell me 
you'll ignore it?" Doran said innocently, having picked up this 
particular skill from his parents. 


Jintar glared at Doran. "Dar'manda, shut it. Of course I'll follow his 
orders." 


"Dar'manda from you too?" 

"You annoyed me," Jintar replied dryly. 

"And when will you stop calling me that." 

"When Jeban believes you've earned it." 

"Great, so never." 

"Don't sell yourself short, ad." 

"So does this mean you'll be a Mando Supercommando too?" 


"T'll do my best," Jintar grumbled. "Instructors look down on me too, 
so don't expect much." 


"Just means you'll actually have to earn your marks," Doran 
shrugged. 


"Were you this annoying for Kyr'tsadika and Jeban?" 

Doran took a moment to think. "Yes." 

"Figures." 

It was at that moment that the medical droids decided to remove 


both of the teenage boys from their bacta dip. The two droids then 
separated the teens to clean them up and ready them for discharge. 


"Please refrain from any strenuous physical activity for the rest of 
the day," the droid intoned politely. 


"Jintar, this thing does know we're in a Mandalorian training 
camp?" Doran asked, wiping the bacta residue away with a towel. 


"Given the injuries it sees, they'd have to," Jintar called back over a 
privacy screen. 


"So, where are you going to be headed after this?" 

"Back to my training squad," Jintar replied. "We have a squad-on- 
squad sim-fight in the afternoon. Squad commander's going to be 
pissed that I got myself banged up though." 


"Who's your squad commander?" 


"Kyr'tsadika of course," Jintar laughed. "Who else would pick me to 
join their team?" 


"Good luck." 


"You're the one with Jeban as his instructor. I think you need that 
luck more than I do." 


Doran pulled on the loose pair of simple, woven pants and shirt and 
slipped back into his shoes. "See you around, Jintar. Thanks for 
keeping bacta time un-boring." 


Jintar laughed. "Back at you. I can tell the rest of my time here will 
be more than a little interesting with you around." 


"That's me, Jedi Doran Sarkin-Tainer, making this galaxy a brighter 
place." 


"Do you Jedi actually believe that?" 


"The alternative is that we're wasting our lives trying to plug up a 
leaking dam with just our fingers," Doran shrugged. 


"Good point. Well, carry on," Jintar gave Doran a mock salute. "Now 
if you'll excuse me, I need to rejoin my training unit before I get 
into any more trouble." 


"Yes, sir." 


"By the way, Dar'manda." 

"Yeah?" 

"Thanks again for this morning." 

"You would have done the same," Doran replied with a smile. 


Jintar inclined his head briefly before pulling on his shirt and 
hastily sprinting from the room. 


"Do you require additional medical attention?" The med-droid 
attending to Doran asked. 


"Ask me that in two days," Doran breathed. 


"Very well, I have scheduled a medical appointment for you in two 
days." 


FtF(IID)FtF 


Doran had a smile as he exited the medical wing. But the smile 
promptly dropped off when he saw that Kote and some of his 
friends were waiting for him in the nearby hallway outside. 

"Well, well, little boy, you seem to be making all the wrong friends," 
Kote sneered. 


Doran tried the Jedi tactic of simply walking by as if he hadn't 
heard anything. He should have remembered that he was in a 
Mandalorian training camp and not a Jedi one. Kote grabbed a hold 
of Doran's sleeve, halting the younger teen where he was. 


"Don't you turn your back on me, boy." 

Doran could feel his heart-rate accelerate as it became clearer he 
might be heading back into the medical room earlier than he 
expected. Five on one odds, when all five were bulky, muscular 
teens, wasn't exactly odds he wanted to endorse. 

"Okay, Kote. What do you want?" 


"Just letting you know that I've had a talk with the Instructors. I'll 
be your tester for your Verd'goten." 


Doran eyed the mountain of muscle, there was no doubt that Kote 


was a skilled warrior. "Great, thanks for telling me, see you in two 
days then." 


There was a whirl of movement, and Kote slammed Doran against 
the wall. "I wasn't finished talking, aiwa-bait." 


"You know, the name is 'Doran." It's like you Mandos here can't 
remember something that simple." 


Kote glared, his forearm pressed against Doran's throat. "This is 
your last warning, aiwa-bait. Stay away from Gedyc and Skirata if 
you want to make it out of this place alive. The Mando‘ade don't 
need trash like them in our ranks." 


"And here I thought it was against the rules to kill a fellow mando." 


"You're not a full Mando‘ade until you've passed your Verd'goten. 
Even then, accidents sometimes happen." 


"Indeed," the voice of Dinua said with icy lethalness. "Like my hand 
could suddenly develop a twitch." 


Both Doran and Kote froze, the sight of a crackling vibroblade held 
to Kote's throat instantly settling any disputes. 


"It is so kind of you to hold my student until I could come and 
collect him, Lok," Dinua said smoothly, keeping the blade to Kote's 
throat even after he had released Doran. Despite being in a similar 
cloth tunic that Doran wore, she was the picture of a lethal warrior; 
her dark hair pulled back in a pony-tail, her expression like ice. "I 
was not aware that you were so interested in his well-being." 


"You know us Mando‘ade look out for each other," Kote said evenly, 
stepping backwards at Dinua's guided insistence. 


"If you want to teach him something, wait until you meet him in the 
ring. Otherwise, to attack him before the match, one might think 
you're scared of losing to him in a fair fight." 

Kote's jaw tightened. "You question my clan's integrity?" 

"No, just yours," Dinua said coolly. "Now take your lackies with you 
and don't let me see you until the boy's Verd'goten. You won't like 
the consequences otherwise. Clear?" 


"Crystal," Kote ground his teeth, continuing to back up down the 


hallway with his hands out to his side. 
"Then go," Dinua said darkly, sheathing her vibroblade. 


Kote and his group slunk off down the hallway, leaving Doran to 
face Dinua's incredulous raised eyebrow. "Really, dar'‘manda? You 
just got out of the medbay." 


"Hey, it's me," Doran shrugged sheepishly. 


Dinua swatted him on the back of his head. "Let's go back to Quito's 
place. We've lost enough time as it is and you need to be in better 
shape if you want to pass the Verd'goten." 


"The med-droids said that I shouldn't..." Doran trailed off at Dinua's 
stony expression. "Errr...never mind, I'm sure they were just being 
cautious." 


He matched Dinua's stride step for step. The Mandalorian teen 
appearing particularly not in a good mood. "With Kote as your 
tester, we cannot take any chances. He knows the old ways and will 
no doubt invoke some obscure rule to make your verd'goten harder." 


"He's a good fighter?" 

"T'll make you a better one," Dinua replied tersely. "His clan uses an 
ancient Mandalorian combat style borne from the days of the 
Mandalorian Crusades, said to have been developed when one of 
their own had been Mand‘'alor." 

"Great, so what does this style look like?" 

"Solely made for dueling. It's designed to unnerve and then enrage 
opponents, using their own strengths and weaknesses against them. 
One of Quito's people is a practitioner of the art, you'll see what I 
mean." 


"So the fact that he's a dozen kilos of muscles bigger than me isn't 
an advantage enough?" 


"Gedyc kicked your shebs, repeatedly, dar'manda. And she's half 
your size. Size matters not, don't you think?" 


"Point." 


"Like I said, I'll make you better," Dinua said determinedly. "And 


you will grind Kote's face in the ground when you're done with 
him." 


"T'll settle for just beating him." Doran grimaced when Dinua 
thumped his arm. "What?" 


"You are definitely too soft to be a Mando, dar'manda. You don't 
establish yourself as a better fighter, he'll never respect you." 


"You don't seem to care much about others respecting you or not," 
Doran said with raised eyebrows. 


"Tam not the ad trying to pretend to be a Mandalorian. I know who 
I am. You still need to find your way, dar'manda. Until you do, 
you'll be bait for others who have to prove themselves." 


They reached the turbolift to the surface and descended in silence. 
Awaiting them at the bottom was a speeder, prepped and ready to 


go. 
"No jog?" 


"Can't waste time on that, we already lost half a day of training. 
Besides, you're in good physical condition," Dinua slid into the 
driver's side and proceeded to take them through the gravel quarry. 


In no time at all, they had reach Quito's little corner of the planet, 
the Toydarian gun-runner looking resigned as they pulled into the 
courtyard. 

"Jeban!" 


"Quito," Dinua acknowledged, sliding out of the speeder to greet the 
host. "I'll need to borrow your head-crackers again." 


"Fine, fine," the Toydarian gestured absently. "By the way, I've 
heard some interesting things from my associates." 


"Oh?" 
"I'm sure if I saw some credits I'd remember it," Quito said cagily. 
Dinua sighed, rolled her eyes, then pulled out her vibroblade and 


proceeded to put the tip against Quito's chin. "The information, 
Quito. Then you get paid." 


"Okay, okay," Quito gasped. "Word has it that the training camp is 
about to host a permanent garrison of those Vong characters. My 
contacts heard one of the bigshots over there complaining about it 
over at the cantina. The Vong are supposed to be here next week to 
supervise the training of their ‘loyal’ allies." 


Dinua raised a dark eyebrow and lowered her vibroblade. "Wasn't 
that hard, was it?" 


"My money?" 
Dinua flipped him a credit-chit. "A deal's a deal." 


"Right, now I'll just go and look over some contracts while you 
borrow my people again. I really should start charging you for their 
time you know." 


Dinua let the electric current in her vibroblade hum loudly. 


"Or I can keep on being the good sport I am and let you do your 
Mandalorian thing," Quito quickly fluttered away. 


"I can see why your mom kept him around," Doran chuckled softly. 
"Definitely has good self-preservation instincts." 


"Also means we can't trust him further than we can throw him," 
Dinua said darkly. "It's why he doesn't know about your heritage. 
Why it's vital you keep your mouth shut. He learns about it, he'll go 
straight to the Vong." 


"Didn't know you cared," Doran replied glibly. 


Dinua ignored his remark, turning instead to Quito's Mandalorian 
hires. "San'te," Dinua addressed the human with the mohawk. "He's 
up against a Lok for his Verd'goten." 


"The dar‘manda?" The Mandalorian whistled, folding his arms in 
front of him. "Poor kid. At least your old man didn't have a sense of 
humor and make you the ad's tester." 


"San'te," Dinua sighed, looking pointedly at the man who was 
probably two decades older than her. 


"Alright, alright," the man held up his hands. Then addressed the 
other three Mandalorians. "You guys can go help Quito out. I'll try 
to help Jeban's student not get pasted." 


"Is this combat technique special or something?" Doran asked in a 
low voice to Dinua. 


"Ad," the dark-skinned human raised an eyebrow. "How much of the 
knife and hand-to-hand combat portions of the Verd'goten do you 
know about?" 


"That I fight and do my best to impress everyone watching?" 
"Did Jeban tell you of the clothing requirement?" 
"Errrr," Doran glanced back to Dinua. "No?" 


"That portion of the fight is a test of your own abilities. No armor, 
no cloth, no special belt to enhance yourself or lessen blows. If a 
knife cuts, they'll see the blood. If you slip, it will be because your 
foot became sweaty. At the ages of eleven to thirteen all 
Mandalorian children are taught to be comfortable with their 
bodies, are taught to view their bodies as a weapon in combat." He 
approached Doran and pressed a finger to his head. "What you have 
in here is your greatest weapon. Your arms, your legs, your core, 
they are all extensions of your will. Know them, and they will not 
fail you." 


"So.... have to fight naked?" 


"No," San'te smirked. "You'll be given a ceremonial loin cloth dating 
back to the time of the Taungs. But nothing else. You're fortunate 
you aren't up against a female member of their clan." 


At that information, Doran couldn't help but look at Dinua, his 
teenage mind temporarily hijacking his thought processes. He 
quickly shook himself though and glanced back to see that San'te 
was smiling in amusement. "Sorry, what were you saying?" 


"The fighting style Lok uses for the Verd'goten is about undermining 
their opponent by making them doubt themselves. They'll toy with 
you and make it very obvious that they're doing it. They'll insult 
you constantly to get under your skin. They'll insinuate things, 
probably mention some of what you were thinking when you 
glanced back over at Jeban." 


Doran felt his cheeks heat up. "I wasn't..." 


"You can't let comments like that get to you," San'te rebuked. "Much 
of the Lok combat style is loud and showy, but if you can keep your 


head clear, you'll win." 
"You seem to know a lot about it." 


"Lok isn't the only ones who adhere to the old ways. My clan...well, 
if they still consider me a part of it...they were like the anti-Lok. 
Didn't help my position when I lost to a Lok member during my 
Verd'goten. Kote's father to be exact. I decided to learn everything I 
could about them after that loss. Made myself better for it." 


"Okay, then can you teach me how to fight it?" 


San'te shook his head. "You're not listening boy. The only way to 
successfully combat Lok's Verd'goten fighting styles is to be true to 
yourself, secure in your emotions. To know your limits and know if 
you are truly beaten or just demoralized. You aren't required to 
win, just show that you have mastered yourself and understand the 
values of what it means to be a Mandalorian." 


Doran could only blink blankly at that. Ever since he had come to 
the training station he'd always heard 'Mandalorian this,' 
"Mandalorian that,' 'Mandalorian blah blah’. Given that he was on a 
Mandalorian world, it was understandable. But to the outside 
galaxy, the Mandalorians were nothing more than backwater 
mercenaries, defined solely by the actions of Boba Fett and his 
fearsome reputation. Doran had met many different cultures and 
learned many different customs in his travels with his mom. 


But the Mandalorian culture was strangely hypocritical. They 
preached the virtues of being Mandalorian, yet were willing to sell 
their guns to the highest bidder. They valued their homes, families, 
friends, yet were willing to sell out to this alien race that had 
already annihilated whole planets. They wanted to portray 
themselves as skilled warriors, professional soldiers, yet they lived 
in ragtag camps and fought amongst each other more often than 
not. 


How could someone understand their roots, their identity, if it was 
always up for sale? He must have voiced the question aloud because 
San'te raised an eyebrow. 


"He still hasn't gotten it yet, has he?" San'te's wry question to Dinua 
shook Doran from his thoughts. 


"He's still a dar'manda," Dinua shrugged. She then pointed a finger 
at Doran. "Listen dikut. You don't define yourself, that's the job of 


the people you surround yourself with. Your job is to surround 
yourself with the right sort of people who will keep you alive. If 
you're a true Mandalorian, you carry that identity within yourself 
and don't need another to confirm or deny it. They'll recognize that 
mandokar the moment they see it. 


San'te and the others may not make an honest credit, may be 
disgraces in the eyes of their clans, but they can count on one and 
other if the time comes, and they know it. You've been hearing it 
from day one. Your clan chooses you, your parents give you life, but 
you choose who you consider to be family. It might be a squad of 
Or'ramikade, or it could be a bunch of gun-runners. 


And this isn't solely about Mandalorians either. You either know 
who you are, or you don't. And if you don't, you'll soon find out 

through the company you keep. There's no opinion more honest 

than a friend telling you that you're a dikutla dar'manda and that 
you need to get your act together." 


Doran again blinked, not used to Dinua actively trying to help him 
in any way. 


"Okay, I'll try to think like that. It's a good thing I have you around 
to call me an idiotic dar'manda then." 


Dinua's pale cheeks turned a slight pink and she took a step back, a 
hand on her canted hip. "Shut up, dar'manda and focus on your 
training. I'll be back later to pick you up, that is, if you're still 
among the living." 


She whirled around in a flash and stormed out of Quito's 
compound. 


Doran gulped nervously and turned back to San'te. 

"Ready ad?" 

"Not like I have a choice, right?" 

"You can always pack up and run to mommy." 

Doran could only groan. Add homicidally insane to the list of traits 
one could attribute to a Mandalorian. Especially one that 
apparently washed out of boot-camp. Doran raised his hands in a 


combat stance, already well-aware of how sore he was probably 
going to be. 


This better be worth it. 
FtF(IV)FtF 


"You look like a herd of shatuals trampled on you." The amused 
voice of Jintar Skirata somehow filtered into Doran's sluggish mind. 
Jintar took an exaggerated sniff. "Or reeks. You definitely reek." 


"Har, har." Doran muttered into his pillow 
"At least you didn't come back looking like a strill chew-toy." 


The young Jedi turned his head a fraction, his back muscles 
protesting even that movement. For some reason, his self-imposed 
'no using the Force' seemed like a very dumb idea. No wonder 
Dinua called him 'dikut'. "Don't you have your own training to do?" 


"In between them at the moment." 


"Right, you guys were doing squad-on-squad sims," Doran groaned 
and rolled over onto his back. "How did that go?" 


Jintar smiled wryly. "It went okay. Those type of things don't really 
matter in the long run. If we lost, it would be my fault. If we won it 
would be in spite of me." 


"How do you do it, then? Day after day of your Mando ‘family’ 
looking down on you?" 


"The alternative is to quit and prove them right." Doran heard his 
own words echoed back at him and wondered just how much 
Tracyn and Jintar talked. 


"Why do you have to prove anything to them? Dinua said that a 
Mandaloian chooses their family." 


"That's the thing, ad. Iam choosing my family. Most of the people 
on this station don't know the first thing about Mandalorian history. 
Don't know what it truly means to be a Mandalorian. They just get 
adopted into some clan, parade around in the armor, and pound 
their chests about being jatnese be te jatnese; the best of the best. But 
ask them why the Mandalorians wear beskar'gam. Ask them the 
history of their clan, where on Manda'yaim their clans grew out of, 
and most will probably tell you it's unimportant." 


"But not to you?" 


"Doran, my dad and his brothers were grown in a test-tube on some 
distant planet, trained by people that were considered too extreme 
by many. Old-man Skirata took them in and made sure they knew 
that stuff like that didn't matter. All that mattered was their actions, 
that they brought honor to the Skirata name. He valued what was 
within. And that's what I'm doing. I'm following his example, my 
dad's example, and finding people whose opinions I actually care 
about. Who actually understand that family is more than blood, 
more than words. Then again, we all have our quirks. This is just 
mine. Maybe I'm just a glutton for abuse, probably inherited it." 


Doran chose to stare up at the ceiling, concentrating on a small 
patch of rusted metal. "Maybe I am too. Why else am I still here 
letting Dinua drag me to teachers to train the ever-loving sweat out 
of me?" 


"Speaking of sweat, can you please use the refresher?" Jintar sighed, 
gesturing to the cubical at the end of the row of bunks. "I know this 
is a dorm room, but it doesn't have to smell like a locker room too." 


With a groan, Doran rolled himself out of the bunk and plopped to 
the floor like a jellyfish. He weakly glanced at the clock on the far 
wall and cursed. "I really hate these eighteen hour days." 


A short sonic shower later left him feeling closer to human than 
before, but his body still protested every movement. San'te had 
been brutal in his training, physically and mentally. At the end of it, 
Doran felt emotionally numb. The ex-Mandalorian had definitely 
known which buttons to press on an out of place, just-become 
teenager. As he left the refresher feeling, well, refreshed, he realized 
that Jintar wasn't in the bunkroom any more. Frowning, he was 
about to step outside to look for him, when he heard voices filter 
through the thin sheet metal door of the room. 


"Don't be a fool, Skirata. That copikla is Kyr'tsad, a traitor, a nothing. 
Her kind are better off dead. Sure she might be easy on the eyes, 
but that and a little more is really all she's good for. This is your 
chance to prove to us that you're a true Mando at heart. Where do 
you stand, Skirata? With the True Mandalorians, the ones who 
follow the will of Mand‘alor himself. Or with the enemy? You can't 
have it both ways." 


"Ni cuyi Mando‘ade." Doran heard Jintar hiss venomously. 


"Then prove it! Prove to everyone here that the Skirata aren't good 
for nothing thieves and murderers. That they ally with Mand'alor 


and not Kyr'tsad. In these times, we Mandalorians need to know 
who is watching our backs, and right now we aren't so sure about 
you. Clone-spawn. All the genes but none of the talent or the 
brains." 


"I should kill you for that." 


"I take it back, you did inherit the muscle, but nothing else," 
another voice snorted. "You call yourself a Mandalorian, Skirata, 
then tell that Kyr'tsad princess to meet you in the lower hangars 
tonight. Help us get rid of the rot that plagues the Mandalorians. 
Commander Beviin was foolish for letting those thugs into our 
training facility. It's time we help him clean house." 


"What are you going to do to her?" 

"That's not worry I hear, is it?" the first speaker sneered. 

The other voice answered. "That's not your concern, Skirata. Your 
orders are to get her down there, that's all. She'll get what's coming 
that's for sure though. Her parents never should have had her. So, 
are you up for it, Skirata? Or are you going to disgrace the Mando 
name by putting up with filth like her?" 

"T " 


"What was that, Skirata? I shouldn't be hearing anything other than 
'sir, I'm up for it, sir." 


"Sir, I'm up for it, sir." 

"Good. See you then, Skirata. For what it's worth, you made the 
right choice. The Mandalorians can't afford division now. Not when 
we have our new allies from another galaxy." 


The sound of a pair of footsteps walking away echoed through the 
drafty hallway. 


The door to the room hissed open again, and Doran found himself 
face to face with Jintar. 


"Sucuy," Doran said sarcastically. 
"How much did you hear?" Jintar said tersely. 


"Enough. What happened to only caring about the opinions that 


matter? About making your own family?" 
"I don't have a choice." 
"You always do." 


"You don't get it!" Jintar snapped. "You're a nothing from outside, 
with no clan or reputation to uphold. Nothing is expected of you 
except for failure! A dar‘manda! For me, I have the entire name of 
Clan Skirata riding on my shoulders. All my uncles are 
Mandalorians of the highest degree. Grandpa Kal is more of a 
Mando than I can ever hope to be. They had to fight to earn that 
respect, had to watch hundreds and thousands of people they knew 
die for them to get here! I busted my shebs for nearly the entire 
year just so the upper tier clans can acknowledge that what I do 
isn't luck but skill! And those Mandos you heard outside are right. 
The Kyr'tsad doesn't deserve our protection. My family even fought 
and killed a bunch of them because those dikutlase running around 
in beskargam were giving us Mandos a bad name. Those two you 
heard outside, they're from Clan Ordo! You can't get any more 
Mandalorian than them!" 


"I never took you as the guy who wanted to hang out with the 
popular crowd," Doran said dryly. 


"It's more than being popular, ad." Jintar growled in frustration, 
throwing his hands up. "By showing Clan Ordo where Skirata's 
loyalties lie, I can help my clan gain support in the Mandalorian 
senate. Skirata's goals can get advanced faster, will have the 
backing of other clans allied to Ordo. We'll be acknowledged as a 
real clan, and not something Grandpa Kal slapped together on a 
whim." 


"And what will you have given up in return?" Doran shot back, not 
backing down from the taller teen. "Your so-called Mando honor? 
What has Tracyn done to you to deserve a knife in her back?" 


"Nothing!" Jintar yelled, pounding a strong fist into a nearby locker 
door. "But if it comes down to her or the welfare of my clan, my 
clan has to come first! We didn't bleed and die to have our name 
tread upon, to have our loyalties questioned. She's only Kyr'tsad, not 
even a real Mando. Ask anyone on this station and..." 


The two teens trailed off as they sensed a third pair of eyes on 
them. 


"Really, Skirata?" Dinua Jeban said tonelessly. "Now you see why I 
don't hang out with you and the Kyr'tsadika? One of you is a pariah 
trying to be a Mando, and the other is a Mando trying to be a 
pariah. Never could tell who was who sometimes." 


"Stay out of this, Jeban." 


Dinua ignored him and arched an eyebrow at Doran. "You agree 
with him?" 


"I have a general rule against stabbing friends in the back." 


"A good rule," Dinua nodded once. "Come, you have to practice your 
blaster skills. I have the range set up." 


"What about Tracyn?" 
"Not your business." 
"She's my friend." 


"You help her, you'll be making an enemy of practically everyone 
on this station," Dinua said without emotion. "You don't need that 
sort of aggravation right now, dar‘manda. Choose fights you can 
win. Remember, it was only this morning you got out of a bacta 
tank for choosing the wrong fight." She then gazed deliberately at 
Jintar. "Besides, Skirata's a coward, he doesn't have the mandokar to 
go through with it." 


"Watch it," Jintar growled. 


"Even if he does go through with it, he'll have just proven 
everyone's opinion about his clan. That they'll sacrifice anyone to 
survive, to get to the top. My clan had to learn that the hard way. 
Gedyc might have to too," she looked away from Jintar and back to 
Doran, not giving the older male teen another glance. "Now, let's 
go. If you want your deeds or words to hold any weight here, you 
need the others to acknowledge you as an adult first. Rescue dikutla 
from their troubles after. Your Jedi abilities are only going to get 
you killed here, so hone your other skills." 


Reluctantly agreeing, Doran nodded once and followed Dinua out 
into the hallway. "I can't just leave things alone though." 


"And tell me, dar'manda. What would you do? Warn the Kyr'tsadika? 
Fight at her side?" Their rapid footsteps echoed in the hallway. 


"Then what would become of Skirata? You have my father's 
protection, Jintar does not. The same people who would condemn 
you for taking the side of a Kyr'tsad over a Mandalorian would 
strike back at Skirata. He will forever be branded a traitor, someone 
who didn't support his fellow Mandalorians against a common 
enemy. And an enemy is what Gedyc ultimately is. She is here 
under a flag of truce only, and rightly so. You know so little of the 
Kyr'tsad, dar'manda, that you should not involve yourself in their 
affairs without learning more." 


"Then teach me about them," Doran pressed. "Because I am not 
about to let a friend get herself in a world of trouble just because of 
some stupid Mandalorian obligation. I'm also not about to let Jintar 
do something he'll really, really regret." 


Dinua cocked her head at Doran. "So what part of you wants to save 
them?" 


"What?" 


"Is this desire to save them because you are a Jedi? A Mandalorian? 
A human?" 


"A friend," Doran countered softly. "I would think that concept is 
universal. Someone you can rely on to protect you, even from 
yourself. Jedi, Mandalorian ,it doesn't matter. We all have friends." 
"I do not." 

"And I'm sorry," Doran said. 

"I am to be Or'ramikad like my mother. I have no time for 
friendships and the annoying drama that comes with it. Just look at 
yourself and those two dikutlase you consider friends." 


"You already know I'm going to help Tracyn. Are you just going to 
let me make a mess of things, then?" 


Dinua hesitated for a split second, looking away from him with a 
stony face. "Yes." 


"Even if I'm supposed to be your student, your responsibility?" 
"Some lessons are better off learned firsthand." 


"How nice of you," Doran said dryly. 


They entered an empty cargo bay. At one end was a pile of rags and 
a rifle. At the other end were various cans and bottles, set up on 
cargo crates in standard shooting-gallery format. Dinua glanced at 
Doran again, releasing a low breath. 


"Hit all your targets and I'll consider helping you. I do have other 
things I need to be doing after all." 


"Well, clear your schedule, Instructor Jeban," Doran quipped, noting 
that the rifle on the ground was a simple bolt-action slug-thrower. 
"Because I don't intend to miss." 


"I did say ‘consider'." 


"Consider helping me out as good for that Mando soul of yours," 
Doran said, making himself prone on the ground and picking up the 
rifle. It was heavier than most blaster rifles, less accurate too, but it 
was still lethal in the right hands. And with his dad as a special 
operations soldier and his mom as a former Antarian Ranger, Doran 
had more than a little training in how to use such weapons. 


He sighted his first target and pulled the trigger. The metal slug 
burst free and streaked down the range, massacring an innocent can 
of dried goods. Doran cocked the gun and fired again, the shrapnel 
from his next decimated can shattered a neighboring bottle. 


"Not bad," Dinua said coolly. "Close your eyes now. Do you 
remember where the targets are?" 


"Yeah." 
" s " 
Open your eyes again. 


Doran did as instructed, surprised to find that the lighting in the 
room had been dimmed to near complete darkness. 


"With the lights down like this, how am I supposed to see 
anything?" Doran complained. "Because I take it you don't want me 
using the Force." 


"You remember where the targets are, they haven't moved," Dinua 
said unsympathetically. "If the shooting portion of your Verd'goten 
occurs at night, or in sudden cloud cover, you will still have to take 
your shot. Remember, like your arms and legs, the rifle is merely an 
extension of yourself. Visualize where you last saw the target and 
fire." 


"You really don't want to help me out tonight, do you?" 


"Getting involved in someone else's mistake is not something I 
normally endeavor to do. Take your shot, dar'manda." 


Doran concentrated and fired again, the sound of glass breaking 
indicating another successful hit. "I thought you Mandos always 
needed someone watching your backs. Why would anyone watch 
yours if you won't do the same?" 


"Skirata and Gedyc aren't exactly the first, second, or third people I 
have in mind when I want back up," Dinua retorted. "I'd rather 
charge head-long into battle with a pacifist. At least I know where a 
pacifist would stand. Third target from the right!" 


Doran swiveled the barrel of his rifle in the near pitch darkness, 
trying to remember just how far the target was. He fired and was 
rewarded with a satisfying clink of another metal can meeting its 
demise. "Come on, they can fight. They're smart." 

"Did I mention I like to avoid the drama that comes with people like 
them? Fifth target on the left!" Dinua walked behind Doran's prone 
form. "I would thank you very much if you don't drag me into their 
messes too." 

"But what if I get myself killed going up against those big bad and 
scary Mandos that want to hurt them? Isn't that bad for your 'I can 
do everything by myself’ Mando image?" 

"Here's a solution, don't get involved. Find smarter friends." 

"Too late." 


"You still have a dozen targets to go, dar'manda, then we switch to 
the moving ones." 


"You are considering helping me, aren't you?" 

"Copaani mirshmure'cye, dikut?" Dinua murmured darkly. 
"What? I mean I heard Jintar say that, what does it mean?" 
"Do you like your face in its current arrangement?" 


"Very much so." Doran gulped, getting the point and proceeding to 
take out another target. 


A silence built between them, interrupted by Dinua barking out a 
target and Doran hitting it. Finally, the last of the stationary targets 
was in little pieces on the floor. Dinua glanced down at Doran. 
"Fine. I'll help." 


"You will?" 
"Dikut," Dinua glared. 
"Oh, okay. Sorry. Thank you very much!" 


"Only to save your shebs though. I couldn't care less about those 
other two." 


"I'm touched." 
"I reserve the right to change my mind." 


"I reserve the right to be a pain in your shebs to get you to 
reconsider changing your mind after you've changed your mind." 


Dinua just glared at Doran. "And I reserve the right to shoot you." 
"Good, so long as we know our rights then," Doran replied cheekily. 


At that, Dinua smiled a small, faint smile, promptly turning away 
from Doran. "Get back to work. If you miss any of the moving 
targets all bets are off." 


FtF(V)FtF 


"I can't believe he actually did it," Doran murmured, watching as 
Tracyn entered the darkened hangar. The blond-haired teen looked 
curious and relaxed, as if she was simply going to meet a friend. 
She was dressed in the same coarse cotton clothing that most of the 
Mandos wore in their down-time. Didn't even appear to be armed 
either. "He didn't even warn her." 


"Be quiet and let things unfold." 


They were hiding on top of a pile of cargo crates stacked up against 
the wall. Supplies stuffed in crates made up the entire length of the 
medium-sized hangar's far wall. The Mandalorians were not exactly 
the most efficient of house-keepers Doran surmised, rubbing his 
hands over his arms to stay warm in the drafty room. 


The hangar was at the bottom of the floating training structure; two 
parked assault speeders were lined up side by side, and a shuttle sat 
atop a hatch; ready to be deployed at a moment's notice. The only 
lights in the room flickered on upon Tracyn's arrival, making her a 
sitting duck for any would-be assailant. 


"Skirata? You here yet?" Tracyn called out, receiving only her echo 
in reply. She smiled faintly and began walking over to one of the 
speeders. "Guess not." 

The heavy metal doors to the hangar slid shut with an audible bang. 


"Figures you'd be late," Tracyn looked over her shoulder in dry 
amusement. 


"Sorry about that," Jintar matched her smile as he entered the room 
with a picnic basket. "Had a bit of trouble getting the chefs to make 
some uj cake." 

"What's the occasion?" Tracyn canted her head slightly. 

"Getting rid of a few thorns in my side," Jintar replied cryptically. 
He tossed Tracyn the blanket he had brought, and with a raised 
eyebrow, the petite Mandalorian girl began spreading it out. 


"O...kay," Tracyn smiled. "This isn't like a date or anything, Skirata, 
right?" 


"Nah, just a meal between friends. Or between the peon and his 
squad-leader celebrating today's victory." 


"Peon, right," Tracyn tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. 
"You going to tell me what this is really about?" 


"Trust me?" 


At that, Tracyn's eyebrows rose slightly, her blue eyes narrowing. 
"Why do I get the feeling I'm a vhe'viin being used to bait a strill?" 


"You're much cuter than a vhe'viin," Jintar popped open a drink can 
and tossed another one to Tracyn. 


"Jintar." 


The ramp to the shuttle choose that moment to hiss open. Tracyn 
glanced sharply to Jintar, before looking over her shoulder. 


"You're a Mando of your word, Skirata." A group of four 
Mandalorians, all in their late teens or early twenties by Doran's 
estimate, emerged. They weren't exactly dressed in Mandalorian 
armor, but the thick durasteel plates and crushgaunts they wore 
showed they were ready for a fight. "You do your clan proud." 


"We Skirata mean what we say, Ordo." 


"So you've proven. You can leave now, unless you want to stick 
around for the fun?" 


Tracyn 's eyes darted back and forth between Jintar and the new 
arrivals. From his hiding place, Doran could see that all four 
Mandalorians had the same clan-markings tattooed on their 
impressive biceps, meaning that all were from Clan Ordo; the clan 
that had cornered Jintar earlier. He shifted, meaning to intervene, 
but Dinua placed a restraining hand on his shoulder and shook her 
head. 


In the meantime, Tracyn warily stood. Unarmed and clad in a 
simple cloth tunic, the petite teen didn't appear remotely 
threatening to anyone. 


"Notice I didn't deny the comparison to a strill?" Jintar said to her, 
casually standing and making his way to the door. 


"Yeah." Tracyn swallowed, eyeing the Ordo Mandalorians. "Thanks 
a lot." 


"Well, Skirata, you staying or leaving?" 

Jintar leaned against the door to the hangar and folded his arms in 
front of his chest, his face betraying nothing. "She's Kyr'tsad, right? 
Do what you want." 

Tracyn's eyes widened and she spun back to her friend. "Jintar!" 
She heard the sound of footsteps behind her, but before she could 
raise her arms to defend herself, a crushgaunt-augmented fist 
slammed into her mid-section and sent her sprawling. Gasping for 
air, she coughed up blood, once again looking in Jintar's direction. 


"Nice one," Was all Jintar said. "You sure Mand‘alor will be okay 
with this?" 


"Doesn't even have to know," the leader of the quartet chuckled, 


grabbing Tracyn by her hair and pulling her to her feet. "For all we 
care, she tripped and fell down a flight of stairs. Like I told you 
earlier, Skirata. We're doing him a favor." 

Jintar shrugged. "If you say so." 


Then, unexpectedly, he pounded the metal door behind him. "Was 
that enough, Lok?" 


The door slid open and to Doran's surprise, his least favorite 
Mandalorian, Kote Lok, stood there with five of his own buddies. 
They were likewise in durasteel armor, and armed with stun batons. 
"Definitely. Commander Beviin will have their heads for this, 
betraying the Resolnare and acting against Mand'alor's orders to 
leave the Kyr'tsad unscathed. There's no denying that Kyrtsadika's 
blood has been spilt. Clan Lok will be honored for stopping these 
dikutlase." 

"Kote!" 

"Bralov," Kote said smugly. 


Bralov whirled to Jintar, throwing Tracyn back to the floor. 
"Skirata! You aruetyc bas...." 


"Now, now, there's a woman present," Jintar cut him off. 


"Doesn't make you any less of a bastard," Tracyn muttered loudly, 
holding herself in a fetal position and gasping for air. 


"Skirata, when we're done with these duse, you're next!" 


"Oh, good, so long as I'm after them," Jintar stepped out of the way 
as Kote and his friends stepped in. "Have fun, Kote." 


"Shut up, Skirata," Kote cracked his knuckles. "This doesn't make 
you any less of a reject. But you're at least a reject who knows what 
it means to be a Mando." 

"That means a lot coming from you, Kote. Really." 


"Do you want me to punch you first?" 


"Oh, no," Jintar held up his hands. "By all means, show Ordo that 
Lok's the superior clan." 


"Thanks for the permission, I intend to." 
"You mean you'll try," Bralov growled. 


What followed next was something Doran had seen only once inside 
of a cantina during a particularly brutal bar brawl. Fueled by 
Mandalorian honor and their hormones, the two sides proceeded to 
pummel each other left and right. One of Kote's friends was bodily 
lifted up and thrown into a pile of cargo crates, sending the crates 
scattering everyone. One of the Ordo boys was double teamed and 
slammed into one of the assault speeders, leaving a person-sized 
dent in the hull. A stun baton crackled and was jammed into the 
armpit of an Ordo, dropping the mass of muscle with thousands of 
volts of electricity. A crushgaunt cold-clocked a Lok. 


Doran watched it all in disbelief, barely able to blink as both Lok 
and Ordo effectively took each other out. There may have been 
more of Kote and his friends, but the Ordos weren't going down 
without a fight. 


Eventually, it came down to Bralov and Kote. The rest of Clan Lok 
was on the ground, unconscious with skull fractures, or with 
multiple broken bones and battered internal organs. The other three 
members of Ordo were also down; one with a stun-baton jammed 
between his armor and his body, ensuring a continuous paralyzing 
current. 


Bralov had a bloodied nose, Kote a split lip. The two squared off, 
Kote's stun-baton jabbing forward only to be caught by Bralov's 
crushgaunt and snapped into pieces. Kote retaliated by jamming his 
elbow into the elbow-joint of Bralov, rendering the crushgaunt- 
connected arm useless. As they grappled on the ground, Bralov 
began to gain the upper-hand. 


Then someone cleared their throat quite loudly. Both Mandalorians 
looked up to see Tracyn standing over them. The front of her shirt 
was stained with her blood, but that wasn't what they focused on. 
She had put on a metal boot, borrowed from one of the combatants 
and was very clearly not afraid to use it. 


"Su'cuy gar, or‘hut'uun." Tracyn said viciously. Shortly before driving 
her weighted foot into Bralov's face. The older Mandalorian 
promptly lost consciousness, and his life was probably only saved 
by the fact that Tracyn was as svelte as she was. 


"Well," Kote pushed Bralov's unconscious form off of him. "That 


went..." 


"Hey Kote," Jintar spoke, finishing off a fruit that had been in the 
picnic basket he had brought. 


"Wha..." Jintar drove his own foot into Kote's face, rendering the 
Clan Lok member unconscious as well. 


"He's not going to be happy when he wakes up," Tracyn said glibly, 
before doubling over and coughing up blood again. "Damn it, did 
you really have to let him hit me like that?" 


"I didn't know they had crushgaunts." 


"Fine excuse when I start coughing up a lung or something," Tracyn 
breathed, tears in her eyes from the pain. 


"T'll get you to the med-bay in a moment," Jintar knelt by Bralov 
and placed one of Kote's gloved hands over Bralov's mouth and 
nose. 


"What are you doing?" Tracyn breathed, weakly looking towards 
Jintar. 


"Like I said, I'm removing thorns in my side." Jintar muttered. "My 
uncles actually approved of the plan by the way." 


"Your crazy, homicidal, cloned ex-soldiers, uncles?" 


"Yeah, those guys," Jintar displayed no emotion as Bralov's chest 
ceased moving up and down. He moved Kote's hand back down and 
then stood up. "Said that as long as Bralov lived, he'd be a threat to 
Mandalor. As long as Kote was on this station, he'd keep finding 
ways to cross me, might actually get lucky and do something 
permanent. They'll be the first to admit that they're not saints, but 
they will do whatever is necessary to protect their friends and 
family. Come on, Kyr'tsadika, let's get you out of here." 


"You know, for a moment, I thought...." 
"That I'd actually tossed you to the Rancor?" 
"Yeah," Tracyn murmured, slumping against him tiredly. 


The door slid open again, and both Tracyn and Jintar disappeared 
into the corridor. When the door closed, Doran could only continue 


to gape at the mass of injured and one dead Mandalorian on the 
ground. 


"Clever," Dinua said approvingly, her own eyes locked on the close 
door as if she was re-evaluating Jintar. 


"Did he just kill..." 


"No," Dinua shook her head. "Bralov and Kote got into a fight, Kote 
got a bit too enthusiastic and ended Bralov's life." 


"But you saw..." 


"I saw nothing," Dinua answered dryly. "Remember, I didn't even 
want to be here in the first place." 


"But he..." 

"Did his clan proud." 

"That look on his face. It wasn't the first time he took a life." 
"Probably won't be the last." 

"And you're okay with it?" 


"Dar'manda. The galaxy is a dark and cruel place that changes 
people who get to know its true nature. I'm sure on your adventures 
you've already seen some of the darker aspects of life. We 
Mandalorians tread in that gray boundary. You could say we police 
it. Empire, New Republic, Yuuzhan Vong, we take the side that 
serves us best. Allying not because we believe what they are 
fighting for, but because their belief in those ideals are so poor they 
need someone else to fight their battles for them. We can be 
compassionate, but we can also be merciless. We are a tool, but we 
are also a double-edged sword. We both help our homeworld, and 
weaken it at the same time. That is what it means to be a 
Mandalorian. At least that is what my mother told me before she 
started her never-ending march." 


"Did you know that Jintar would do what he did?" 


"No," Dinua shook her head. "But I also knew he wouldn't betray 
Tracyn. He can be annoyingly loyal at times, a trait he gets from 
that clan of his. Most of all, though, I know he is a Mandalorian. He 
would do what is necessary." 


"Not what is right?" 


Dinua eyed Doran calmly. "Depending on your definition of right, 
they are rarely the same things." 


FtF(VDFtF 


Hi mom. Day three ended about an hour ago, but I couldn't sleep. Not 
when I have so many thoughts bouncing around my head. I'd like to 
begin by saying that the friends I've made are completely...well...out of 
their minds would be one way to put it. They follow this Mandalorian 
Code like you told me the Jedi follow their own code, to a fault. Anyone 
that doesn't go along with it gets the evil-eye and are often offed. At least 
that's the one difference between the Mandos and Jedi. If a Jedi stops 
following the Jedi code, the rest of the order has an intervention and 
tries to convince the heretic to conform. Over here, if a Mando leaves the 
code, they're going to get killed by another Mando, probably even one 
from his or her clan. But of course, like the Jedi Order, the 
Mandalorians I've met all seem to have different interpretations of their 
code. 


Dinua's still Dinua, the ultimate Mando-warrior girl. She's trying to drill 
it into my head that the rest of the galaxy doesn't run on Jedi-power. 
Didn't exactly appreciate it when I told her the Force was in every living 
thing and technically did run on Jedi power. She's a harsh teacher, but 
really knows her stuff. I'm still trying to figure out why she has that aura 
of sadness hidden behind that 'super soldier' face she wears every day. 


Speaking of discovering things...both Tracyn and Jintar continue to 
surprise me. Just when I thought I had this Mando-honor stuff figured 
out, they throw me a curved ball. My Verd'goten is in two more days, 
but Jintar managed to frame my initial opponent for murder and got him 
kicked off the station. I have no idea who I'm facing now, but whoever it 
is, I have to be impressive enough to be considered an adult. I don't 
know if I'll ever get the core of being a Mando, but I'm definitely having 
one heck of an adventure over here. 


It's late right now, so I'l record another holo-message later. Hope you 
and dad are okay. 


Signing off, 
Doran Sarkin Tainer 


FtF(Chapter End)FtF 


A\n: Well...two more chapters in this story arc left! Hope you're 
enjoying it so far. When chapter five is up, that's it for this story for 


a while until the muse lets me write another story arc. Next chapter 
next week. 


4. Forging Enemies 
Chapter 4: Forging Enemies 
FtF(DFtF 


Day four on the space-station couldn't possibly be any more 
surprising than the previous three days, or so Doran thought. Once 
again waking up just as the sun's rays began to shine through the 
portholes of the bunk-room, Doran automatically went through his 
morning routine along with the dozen other Mando-in-training he 
shared a room with. It was hard to believe that it was only his 
fourth day onboard the Mandalorian training facility after 
everything that had gone on the past few days. 


His muscles still ached from the countless hours of training, his 
body barely obeying his commands. His mind spun itself in circles 
as it tried to process everything. From everything that had 
happened last night to everything that was in store for him 
tomorrow, it felt as if he was fast losing whatever sense of calm he 
had started with. And given his relatively laid back nature, that was 
saying something. With his passage into manhood Mando-initiation 
only a day away, however, Doran sincerely doubted Dinua would 
go easy on him. 


Splashing water onto his face, he gave passing nods to the other 
initiates sharing the refresher with him. Having hung out with 
Tracyn, Jintar, or Dinua since his arrival, he really had no idea who 
they were. Then again, almost everyone else in his bunk-room was 
at least a decade older than his young thirteen years of age. Heck, 
he wasn't even shaving yet and had an awkward moment on his 
first day when some asked if they could borrow his shaving cream. 


And the refresher wasn't reserved for the male gender either. 


Doran remembered how red his face had become on the first day 
when he realized the showers were shared by all, regardless of their 
species or gender. That had been something he needed to get used 
to. As he washed his face, he studiously focused on himself and not 
on the rows of occupied shower stalls behind him; and the less self- 
conscious female warriors-in-training who dressed without caring 
who saw. 


Though the sun was just rising, the others appeared to have similar 
taskmasters for their trainers and the washroom was packed. 


Though a few smiles and greetings were shared, the professional 
aura in the refresher kept everything flowing with military 
efficiency. 


Doran made his quick exit back to his bunk, pulling on his boots 
and weighted ankle and wrist-bands. Slinging on a loose vest, he 
smiled faintly at one of the few other teenagers in his cohort. He 
didn't know her name, but he had seen her on occasion. Mostly it 
was just before he passed out in his bunk from exhaustion. Though 
her black hair, interspersed with blue highlights, made her stand 
out, it was the fact that she was slapping on Mandalorian armored 
gauntlets that caught Doran's attention. 


"Are you allowed to wear those?" Doran voiced in surprise. 


The teen looked up, surprised. "They're my mom's. I wear them to 
honor her." 


"Oh, I just haven't seen pink Mandalorian armor before," Doran 
blinked. 


"You have a problem with that?" 


Hearing the warning in her voice, and wondering if there was 
something about himself that made every single Mando want to kill 
him at first meeting, Doran quickly held up his hands. "No, no 
problem at all." 


"I was just messing with you ad." She rolled her eyes. "The name's 
Wren, Hera Wren. Nice that we can finally talk. Every time I've seen 
you, you're doing your best dead Hutt impression." 


"Gee, thanks," Doran blushed. "The name's Doran, Doran Sarkin- 
Tainer." 


"Sarkin-Tainer? Oh! You're that Jedi kid Uncle Jarrus told me to 
look for." 


"Keep it down," Doran hissed. Then blinked. "Wait, what?" 


"My parents were part of the Rebel Alliance," Hera smirked, patting 
Doran on the shoulder reassuringly and showing the emblem 
emblazoned on her shoulder pad. "They know people who know 
people. Don't worry, your secret is safe with me. So, who'd you get 
for your trainer?" 


"Dinua Jeban." 


"Really, but I guess it makes sense given how you got into this 
place." 


"Yeah, you?" 


"Me?" Hera looked abashed and stopped strapping her boots up. "I 
am a trainer. Already got my Protector status." 


"What!" Now Doran felt even more foolish. "Errr...but you're 
sleeping here...Dinua has her own room." 


"I like being around the group I train," Hera replied with a shrug. 
"Kind of reminds me of my childhood with my very weird family. 
Besides," she held up her arms with her custom-painted gauntlets. 
"Clan Wren has always been known to buck tradition. And my 
squad will work better if they have a commander they know and 
trust. Jeban has her own training methods, I'm sure. But the cool 
woman I was named after likes this style better, and so do I." 


"How many people are you training?" Doran checked the clock on 
the wall. He still had a few minutes to chat, a rarity given how busy 
he had been. 


"Five," Hera replied. She gestured back to the refresher. "All older 
than me if you're wondering. But age doesn't trump experience. My 
mom was teaching me how to strap together a det-pack since I was 
old enough to say det-pack. The rest of her crew also taught me a 
few tricks here and there. We Mandos are an eclectic bunch who 
will take our lessons from anyone willing to teach." 


"I'm fast learning that," Doran laughed. 

"What's on your schedule today?" 

"Training for my verd’goten I think," Doran scratched his head. "But 
the guy I'm going up against got himself kicked off this facility 
yesterday." 

"Lok?" 

"Him." 


"Hmmm, I wonder who you'll have next." They looked up to see a 
group of young adults approaching Hera. "Oh, my squad's here." 


It was hard to miss them. Each were wearing custom-painted armor 
sets, about as unique as can be in design and color. 


"Very eclectic," Doran smiled. 


Hera straightened and flipped a two-finger salute at Doran. "You got 
it. See you around the galaxy, kid. Good luck with your Verd'goten." 


"Thanks," Doran released a breath as Hera led her team out of sight 
into the hallway. 


As they left, Tracyn entered. "Good, you're up. Let's get some 
breakfast." 


"I have to train," Doran said, walking towards the pint-sized blond. 
"Running on a full stomach doesn't really work with me." 


"You're a baby-Wookie in disguise and, quite unfairly, still growing. 
You need to eat. Besides, Dinua won't be training you today." 


"Huh? Why not?" 
"She volunteered to be the tester for your Verd'goten." 
Doran stopped in his tracks. "What!" 


"That was my reaction too," Tracyn laughed. "I talked with her 
about it but she wouldn't tell me a thing." 


"Great," Doran groaned. 


"That's why you'll be taking it easy today. Skirata and myself got 
permission to take a leisure day and hang out with you. We can 
spar if you want, but otherwise trust in what you've learned and in 
your own body." 


At the mention of Jintar's name, Doran's mind flashed back to the 
previous night. He was of mixed feelings about his new friend. On 
one hand, he felt as if he should apologize to Jintar for thinking the 
worst. On the other hand, he had seen Jintar murder a defenseless 
person all to 'clean house' and solve another problem. He was once 
again reminded how much difference three years of life experience 
could create. 


He must have been silent for a moment too long, because Tracyn's 
expression became worried. "Doran, are you okay?" 


"Err...what? Yeah, I'm fine." 
"What's wrong?" 
"Nothing," Doran tried to smile convincingly. 


"Right," Tracyn said slowly. "Try not to worry. Just because Dinua's 
your tester doesn't mean you won't pass. In fact, if I'm reading her 
right, she wants to leave little doubt that you're ready to become an 
adult in Mando circles." 


"That's not what I was thinking about, but thanks." 


"You didn't get that face until...until I mentioned Jintar." Doran 
could practically see Tracyn's mind put the pieces together. "Did 
you know what he was going to do last night?" 


Doran tried to find the words, and an apology for not warning 
Tracyn was on the tip of his tongue, but nothing came out. Not that 
he needed to say anything anyways. 


"You knew," Tracyn said softly, blue eyes soft and knowing. She saw 
him flinch slightly and her eyes grew round. "You not only knew... 
you were there." 


"And here I thought I was the mind-reader," Doran said faintly. "I 
didn't know he was going to call in Lok though. I thought..." 


"Thought he was going to betray me, the Kyr'tsadika," Tracyn 
murmured, hugging herself with one arm. 


"Yeah." 
"You were there to stop him?" 


"With Dinua. Though she didn't want me to intervene. Some stupid 
Mandalorian honor thing." 


"Thanks," Tracyn smiled gently. Standing on her toes, she planted a 
quick kiss on Doran's cheek. "It's good to know I have friends like 
you , Jeban, and Skirata watching my back." 


Doran saw a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eyes, 
shaking him from the shock he felt from the brief kiss. Dinua was in 
the doorway of the room, watching impassively. 


Tracyn followed his distracted gaze. "Jeban." 


"Gedyc," Dinua inclined her head briefly. "You and Skirata will make 
sure he passes the Verd'goten?" 


"We'll make sure he kicks your shebs." Tracyn replied with a slight 
smile. 


A predatory glint appeared in Dinua's eyes as she focused on Doran. 
"Really? 


For Doran, he suddenly understood what it truly meant to be a 
target. Swallowing, he tried to grin gamely, and failed miserably. 
There was something lethal about the molten brown gaze being 
directed at him. "Maybe?" 

Dinua rolled her eyes dismissively. "I wish you luck then, 
Kyr'tsadika. This dikut is either going to embarrass us to death 
or...well...embarrass us to death is probably the more likely 
outcome." 

"Hey, at least I have options," Doran said, finding his voice. 

The dark-haired Mandalorian warrior just let out a sigh, her gaze 
briefly darting to the proximity of Tracyn and Doran. With a biting 
tone Doran hadn't heard before, Dinua remarked. "In more ways 
than one, dar'manda. We'll see if you really have the mandokar 
tomorrow." 

"Hey Dinua," Tracyn said before the taller woman could step away. 
She then rattled off a string of Mando'a that Doran couldn't keep up 
with. 

Dinua raised an eyebrow, but inclined her head briefly. 

"Really?" Tracyn seemed taken aback. 

"You offered." 

"I didn't know you'd accept. You always turned me down before." 
"That was then," Dinua's hawkish dark eyes flicked toward Doran. 
"Alright then, see you there." 


Dinua left. 


Doran groaned. 
Tracyn giggled. 


"I don't stand a chance. Forget surviving, she'll probably wipe the 
floor with me several times over." 


"You're a lot better than you give yourself credit for," Tracyn said 
encouragingly, she took his hand and began to tug him towards the 
door. "Come on." 

"I don't think I'm in any mood to train." 


Tracyn looked at him pityingly. "We're not going to train. We 
Mandos do more than work on how to kill living things." 


Doran ran a hand through his hair. His tired mind and body trying 
to kick in to second gear. "What then?" 


"We're going down to the spaceport. Get you away from all this 
Mandalorian business." 


"But my verd'goten is tomorrow." 

"Will training one more day make any difference? We can do some 
light jogging and stretching if it'll make you feel better. But if you 
haven't got the skills now, another day of training is not going to 
make any difference. Besides I'd bet you all of my non-existent 
credits that your muscles are as sore as dar'yaim and will fall apart 
if they have another day of intensive training." 


"Here's all of my non-existent credits," Doran replied dryly. "You win 
that bet." 


"Great." 

"You said we, so is it just us two, or..." 

Tracyn flashed him a shy grin. "Nah, I invited my squad out too. So 
Jintar's coming along. Let us show you how us true Mandos have a 
good time." 


"Should I bring anything?" 


"You have any party clothes?" 


"When was the last time you saw a Jedi party?" 


"Good point," Tracyn grimaced. "Well, I guess that's one thing on 
our list of things to do." 


"We're on a Mando-training camp planet full of dangerous jungles, 
freezing tundras and all manner of people wanted by various 
governments. You mean to tell me there's a clothing boutique on 
Gargon too?" 

"Of course," Tracyn's nose wrinkled. "All those wanted people need 
to get dressed too. Haven't you always wondered why the bad guys 
have better dress-sense than the good guys? They know exactly 
where to get their clothing." 

"You are not taking me shopping." Doran blushed red. 

"I hear a new shipment of training weights just arrived. I'm sure I 
can convince the base commander to spare some for the Death 
Watch training room." 

"When did you get to be so evil?" 


Tracyn shoved him playfully. "Hang around me enough, dar'manda 
and you'll find I'm full of surprises. Besides, Jeban's coming." 


"Huh?" Doran did a double-take, wondering if Tracyn was joking. 
"I invited her." Tracyn said earnestly. 

"That Mandalorian speak earlier?" 

"You didn't use your Jedi powers to understand that?" 

"Haven't used my Jedi abilities since promising Beviin I wouldn't. 
Mom and dad taught me that my word isn't something I should just 
give lightly." 

"Well, I invited her. Every week my squad goes down to the 
spaceport to blow off some steam. Our trainer Suvar Detta and his 
brother Cham, let us do it so long as we don't run afoul with the 
locals. I've always invited Jeban along, but she's always refused." 


"Wonder what changed her mind." 


Tracyn just shook her head with a mysterious smile that all teenage 


girls her age seem to master. "Don't worry about it, di'kut. Just be 

glad she's coming. I don't think she's socialized with anyone since 

she got to this station. Should be nice to see her let her hair down 
so to speak." 


"And you?" 
"What about me?" 
"Do you ‘let your hair down'?" 


Tracyn stood up on her toes and kissed his cheek again. "You'll just 
have to come with my squad and find out." 


FtF(IDFtF 


Despite his words to Tracyn, Doran had been to various 'parties' 
during his adventures with his mom. They just didn't necessarily 
have the same dress-code. The parties ranged from dreadfully 
boring to utterly bewildering and amazingly fun. He had danced 
around campfires, participated in lavish feasts-often hosted by 
corrupt politicians his mom helped take down—and resplendent 
galas, and attended his dad's squad's festivities. Given the Wraith's 
reputation, some were pretty far out there. When visiting an 
enclave of Force-users, he had even participated in a complicated 
mental party that took place on a mental plane of existence. So 
between tribal groups, military parties, school-parties, birthday 
parties, and Force-user parties, Doran was pretty sure he was ready 
for anything. 


And yet he still wondered how a group of Mandalorian Protectors- 
in-training in their late teens to early twenties 'partied’. A part of 
him was also excited about the prospect of hanging out with the 
‘older’ crowd, and not having a parental chaperone. Having his 
mom around was nice and all, but since he was thirteen going on 
fourteen, an ever present mom did limit his choice of activities. 


"Relax," Tracyn nudged him playfully as she piloted their planetary 
shuttle over the gravel quarry. Meant only for sub-orbital 
transportation, it seated all of Tracyn's squad plus Dinua and Doran. 
Looking at Tracyn didn't relax him one bit. 


They were all dressed to party. And for Tracyn that meant the 
normally reserved, petite Mandalorian teen was wearing a black 
tank-top covered with a fishnet shirt that showed off her stomach. A 
stylish leather belt accented a flared black skirt, knee-high boots 


with metal buckles, and fishnet leggings. The black and purple 
theme contrasted nicely with her blond hair and blue eyes, but was 
definitely not the version of 'Tracyn' Doran had come to know. 


Then again, he reflected, he had only known her for four days. 


Tracyn offered him a sympathetic smile. "Besides, you met them, 
my squad likes you. That's saying something considering most of 
them hate me like I was the worst human to ever live." 


"Your squad is all human," Doran said. 


"Complicated political stuff," Tracyn answered flatly, showing her 
enjoyment of such things. "I told you before, right? I was made 
squad leader to appease my ‘loyal’ Kyr'tsad followers. Being handed 
a command and actually being a respected commander is two 
different things though. Most of the squad only follow me because 
I'm their ticket to getting into the Ori'ramikade. They show they 
can't follow orders and they're out. Consequentially, most of them 
are from middle to high-status clans. Meaning all are Manda'yaim 
born and bred." 


"I'm still amazed how you can put up with all of that on a daily 
basis and still hold out hope that your people can change." 


"They're not my people...yet," Tracyn answered softly. "Until all of 
Manda'yaim wakes up and realize how degraded we Mando'ade 
have become, they're just mercenaries in beskar'gam. We have the 
potential to be an empire, but we're content with being hired help. 
It's maddening in many ways, but I'm not going to give up my 
dream of seeing a Mandalorian Empire reborn. Not when my 
parents, my grandparents, and the thousands of Kyr'tsad who died 
fighting for that dream endured far worse than me." 


"You do realize that if your dream comes true that'd mean a bunch 
of dead Jedi." 


"Only if they oppose us," Tracyn shrugged. "Just because historically 
Jedi and Mandalorian are enemies doesn't mean it has to continue 
to be that way. Jedi arrogance is one of the reasons why we Mandos 
despise them. I mean, if we tried to declare ourselves guardians of 
the galaxy, practically everyone would start shooting at us, Jedi 
included." 


"Mandalorians would have declared themselves 'guardians of the 
galaxy' at gun-point. And people respect the Jedi, they don't respect 


the Mandalorians unless one is shoving a blaster in their face." 


Tracyn rolled her eyes. "Way to stereotype, dar'manda. It's Vizsla 
who believes in the whole gun-point diplomacy. I prefer to let our 
actions speak for themselves, and right now our actions aren't 
saying a whole lot about our people. Selling out a galaxy, that's a 
new low. If the Mandalorians were the Mandalorians I want them to 
be, we'd be fighting alongside the New Republic and blasting the 
shebs out of the Vong. We let the New Republic know we're a force 
to be reckoned with, one that can carve out our own niche in this 
galaxy, and then we can start talking about respect." 


"Feel strongly about that huh?" 


Tracyn trailed off, blushing slightly and looking away. "Sorry, but 
it's kind of my life's goal I guess. I was born with my grandparents’ 
advisors all telling me that I'm the last hope for the Mandalorian 
Empire reborn. They all think Vizsla is doomed to fail with her 
brute-force approach, and don't even get them started on the other 
Kyr'tsad factions." 


"Hey tone the Death Watch duse down up there, sir!" One of 
Tracyn's subordinates called out. "You forget you're only here 
because Mand'alor himself said you could be here." 


"Yeah, you guys finally have a leader with half a brain," Tracyn 
called back. "It's a shame he's using that brain to sell out everyone 
who isn't wearing Mando colors." 


"If they aren't Mando, we shouldn't care about them," another voice 
sounded. 


"And I've told you before. If we and the Vongese are the only ones 
left in this galaxy, do you truly think they wouldn't turn on us?" 


"Unlike some people, we trust in Mand'alor. Our clans did select him 
as leader after all." 


"Your clans maybe," Tracyn huffed so that only Doran could hear. 
From the tone of her voice, he could tell that it was a time-worn 
argument. 


"And this is before you've let your hair down," Doran commented 
slyly. 


Tracyn gave him a small shove. "Shut it. Quit bringing out the 


mean-side of me, dar'manda. It's not healthy for someone my size. 
Besides, this is supposed to be a party to celebrate your impending 
entrance into adulthood." 


"Shouldn't we celebrate after I enter adulthood. Counting eggs and 
all." 


"I like to think positive," Tracyn laughed. "Besides, you fail and 
Jeban, Skirata, and I will all look incompetent and will probably be 
kicked off the station." 


"Really?" 


"Well, me and Skirata probably. Jeban not so much. She'll just beat 
you to a pulp for blowing her chances to be Ori'ramikade." 


"SO...no pressure." 
"No pressure," Tracyn patted his arm. 


"You know me well," Dinua spoke up, squeezing her way into the 
cockpit. 


"Well it was either that or ritual suicide," Tracyn said flatly. "You 
pure-bred Mandos are kind of black and white like that. Either your 
enemy dies or you die." 


"What brings you up here?" Doran asked amicably. He did a brief 
double-take, not sure to be relieved or disappointed that Dinua's 
outfit consisted of a modest halter-top and a form-fitting denim 
bottom. 


"Gedyc's squad was boring me," Dinua replied blandly, resting her 
forearms on the back of Doran's chair. "None of them have a chance 
of making it into the Or'ramikade, much less the Protectors." 

"So no need to socialize with them, right?" Doran answered. 


Dinua just tilted her head a fraction of an inch in affirmative. 


"And what about us two? Are we Or'ram...wait how do you 
pronounce it? Both you and Tracyn say it differently." 


"She's country-Mando who's been off-planet a lot, I'm a city-girl who 
grew up in a city just south of Keldabe," Tracyn gestured. "We city- 
Mandos like to pronounce all our vowels. Makes us sound more 


educated. Or'ramikade, Ori'ramikade, any Mando will understand 
either one." 


"Right, are we Or'whatever material?" 
Dinua exhaled slowly. "Dar'manda. Stop talking." 
"Got it." 


The shuttle made the short trip in good time, and soon it was 
coasting on an approach vector to one of Gargon's several starports. 
On the way over, Doran noticed several odd purple and orange 
structures plopped down in the rocky wasteland. He didn't recall 
them being there earlier and pointed them out to Tracyn. 


"Those have to be the Vongese attaché Quito warned us about," 
Dinua murmured. 


"Huh?" Tracyn looked over her shoulder. "The Vongese are coming 
here?" 


"Rumor has it that they were most displeased with the Mando's lack 
of progress." Doran nodded. "I mean, if they're allied against the 
New Republic, they haven't really done much." 


"Ever meet a Vongese before?" Tracyn looked to the other two. 


Doran shook his head, but Dinua didn't respond, her expression 
completely devoid of emotion as dark brown eyes stared stonily at 
the coral structures below. 


"Dinua?" Doran asked softly, getting unintentional flashes of 
emotion through the Force. Chief among them was a silent rage that 
made him glad it wasn't directed at him. 


"No, I've never met a Vongese before," Dinua replied in clipped 
tones. 


Though Dinua wasn't lying, Doran suddenly had an image of Dinua 
staring down a sniper's scope at one of the extra-galactic invaders. 
He blinked, shaking it off. "Well, we'll probably see them when they 
finally grace the academy with their presence. No rush, right?" 

"No rush," Dinua repeated robotically. 


The shuttle finally began its descent into a landing bay, the 


members of Tracyn's squad off-boarding quickly. 
"Hey, Skirata, hold up a minute," Tracyn called out. 


"Cabur and I were going to order our usual," Jintar said, stopping at 
the end of the ramp with another Mando. 


"He can do that without you. We need to take the dikut here on a 
shopping trip. He can't go to Club Aay‘han dressed like he is." 


Jintar glanced at Doran's all-purpose day-clothes. "I see your point. 
Okay Cabur, go ahead and get our table set up. I need to make sure 
the kid actually looks the role of tough-as-nails Mando on leave." 


The rest of Tracyn's squad hustled away without another glance at 
their leader. 


"Ummm...my mom didn't exactly give me a clothing budget." 


"It's why she invited Skirata," Dinua said blandly. "His family's 
loaded." 


Doran's eyebrows rose. "You said your dad and uncles served. 
Soldiers' pension?" 


"Something like that," Jintar chuckled. "Don't worry about it, dikut. 
What's a few credits between friends." 


After being repeatedly told not to worry, for some reason, Doran 
couldn't help but do just that. 


FtF(IIDFtF 

Doran had learned long ago that a Jedi could never do anything 
simple without it turning into a galactic-sized problem. Jedi were 
just unfortunate like that. 


Walking to a turbolift, a Jedi was more likely than most to be 
ambushed by gun-wielding thugs. 


Walking down the street, something was sure to blow up 
somewhere in their vicinity, requiring them to throw out their daily 
agenda. 


Or it could be as simple as trying on new clothes.... 


"Infidel! You dare make me use your toneless tongue!" 
"P...p...please, I can bring a translator droid over to..." 
"You further insult me!" 

"No...no...I didn't mean..." 


Doran heard this exchange with one foot caught in the pants leg of 
the latest pants Tracyn had thrown over the dressing room door. 


Talk about getting caught with one's pants down, Doran groaned. On 
one hand, he knew it was probably smarter to ignore the exchange 
outside. On the other, he was a Jedi and had a very bad feeling that 
the clerk's life was at risk. 


"Don't even think about it," Jintar sighed in exasperation on the 
other side of the door. "It's not our business." 


"If the clerk gets killed, how do we pay for the clothes?" Doran 
pointed out, hurrying to put on the rest of his clothes. 


"You have the strangest reasons ever." 


Doran pushed open the dressing room door and saw his three 
Mandalorian friends roll their eyes at him. 


"Really? It's just a black-market lackey who probably has a rap- 
sheet as long as my arms," Jintar said. 


"Your shirt's inside out," Tracyn supplied, lightly digging her elbow 
into Jintar's side. 


"You're going to intervene because it's a Jedi thing, aren't you," 
Dinua said, a touch of annoyance in her voice. 


"Nah," Doran shook his head, leaving the dressing room. He smiled 
over his shoulder. "Because it's the right thing to do." 


He made his way around the stacks of crates and rows of clothing 
towards the front. Once there, he got his first good look at a 
Yuuzhan Vong. 


There were three of them. All with yellowish-gray skin, sloping 
foreheads, and spiky armor that almost appeared to be embedded 
into their muscular, very scarred forms. The leader of the trio 


appeared to have an animal claw for a right hand and had his left 
hand holding a snake-like whip weapon that was now wrapped 
around the clerk's throat. 


"Hey!" Doran called out, against his better judgment. 


The three Yuuzhan Vong very calmly turned to the thirteen-year old 
human. 


"Leave him alone," Doran gestured. "The guy's an idiot, true, but he 
doesn't deserve to die." 


"There is no place for his idiocy in the great empire the Dread One 
is creating," snarled the lead Yuuzhan Vong. He twitched his hand 
and the unfortunate clerk ended up unfortunately dead. "You would 
do well to remember that, child." 


Knowing he should have kept his mouth shut, Doran couldn't help 
but retort. "So this Dread One allows bullies who kill unarmed shop- 
keepers while backed up by two heavily armed buddies to be in his 
army? Some guy." 


The Yuuzhan Vong narrowed his eyes. "Watch your tongue, human 
child. My amphistaff is hungry still." 


"Yes," Jintar slung an arm around Doran's shoulders. "Watch your 
tongue. That guy's a great and fearsome Yuuzhan Vong. In nice 
fancy armor, with wicked looking weapons. This may be a black- 
market store but they don't sell beskar'gam." 


Doran clenched his jaw and nodded. 
"Apologize," the Yuuzhan Vong warrior sneered. 


There was the sound of a blaster whining. Eyes darted to where 
Dinua had somehow produced a plasma pistol and was aiming it 
square between the Yuuzhan Vong's eyes. Jintar just hung his head 
and sighed as Dinua took another step forward."Don't push your 
luck. Unless of course, that skin of yours can stop a plasma bolt." 


"Yenagh doa Mandolori." Muttered one of the Yuuzhan Vong's 
subordinates. 


The leader of the trio stared hatefully at Dinua, but then turned 
around, snapping his amphistaff back into rigid form and sliding it 
into a holder on his back. "You live only by the grace of the Yun’. If 


we cross paths again, I will kill you." 


"You can try," Dinua replied with icy calmness, her gun still 
extended. 


"Male child, what is your name?" 
"Doran, yours?" 


"Gorak Lah, créche-cousin of the Warmaster himself and given the 
honor of seeing to his newest allies." 


"So...you're babysitting the Mandalorians?" 
"Doran!" Tracyn and Jintar groaned in unison. 


Gorak spun back around, murder in his eyes. Dinua, however, had 
yet to lower her blaster. With blood-red eyes glaring at the stoic 
Mandalorian teen, he backed down once more and left the shop in a 
huff. 


Once he was gone, Doran took note of his friends. Despite her form- 
fitting outfit, Tracyn had somehow produced two jagged knives 
with blades as long as her forearms. Jintar had drawn a hold-out 
blaster and appeared to be covering up a wrist-mounted dart- 
launcher when Doran looked in his direction. And in addition to 
Dinua's plasma pistol, she also had a fragmentation grenade in her 
other hand. 


"Mandalorians," Doran rolled his eyes as they casually put away 
their weapons. 


"Dikut," the three of them said in unison. 


"Well, as long as we're clear on that," Doran said with a faint, forced 
smile. His eyes darted towards the corpse of the cashier, and his 
stomach knotted. He had a feeling that this encounter wouldn't be 
the last he'd see of Gorak Lah. 


FtF(IV)FtF 


The music pulsated in the background, flashing lights and white 
smoke framed a plethora of writhing dancers, keeping the 
atmosphere chaotic and energy-filled. A horde of Mandalorians and 
ne'er-do-wells hovered around the well-stocked bar, coarse language 
seemingly a requirement in that side of the club. On the opposite 


side was a stage where 'exotic' dancers entertained the lonely 
spacers and soldiers-in-training. Watching the crowd of young 
adults dance to the primal beat blasting over the club's speakers 
from his position on a second-floor balcony table, Doran nursed his 
cup of blue-milk. 


"This is what Mandalorians do to relax, huh?" He glanced across to 
an impassive Dinua. 


"It's what some of us do to relax," Dinua remarked, purple and blue 
hues from the club's strobe lights flashing across her face. She 
gestured to where Jintar and Tracyn were dancing with their squad. 
"Why don't you go join the others?" 


"I could ask you the same," Doran raised an eyebrow. "I don't want 
to muck up their squad-dynamics, like my dad calls it. But you've 
known them longer than I have. Shouldn't you be out there letting 
loose? Heck, you're even drinking blue-milk like me." 


"I don't 'let loose," Dinua replied deadpan. "Besides, I need to keep 
my mind focused for tomorrow." 


"Thanks for the reminder," Doran groaned. 
"You have a better chance against me than you might think." 
Doran blinked at that. "Are you trying to reassure me?" 


Dinua blinked, her eyes darting back towards the dance floor. "No. I 
was simply stating a fact. Your parents trained you well, and your 
unorthodox thinking makes it harder for me to know just how you 
will attack." 


"Is that a good thing?" 


"Very. One of the things that make us Mandalorians so hard to kill 
is that our combat skills are an amalgamation of the skills of 
everyone we've let join our ranks. Rodian, Duro, Dug, Special 
Forces personnel of different planets, even the occasional Jedi-in- 
hiding. Though we all adhere to a single ethos, our methods of 
carrying out our way of life differ. You just happen to choose a 
peculiar and nonsensical path." 


"The Jedi Masters always say there's more than one path to be a 
Jedi. Guess Mandalorians and Jedi have something in common." 


"And there you go saying things like that," Dinua shook her head. 
"Dar'manda, have you figured out what you are if you are a Jedi 
who can't use the Force?" 


"Haven't really had time to think about it," Doran admitted. 
"Between yesterday and Lok and the training, that sort of 
philosophy is the last thing on my mind. If I don't use the Force, 
how can I call myself a Jedi? Dozens of others do good without the 
Force and they aren't called Jedi. My dad's one of those people 
definitely. So if I don't use the Force, am I still a Jedi? Maybe, I 
don't know. Honestly, I really have no idea." 


"Maybe I will kick your shebse tomorrow." 
"Hey, what?" 


"The Verd'goten is an establishment of identity, your place in 
Mandalorian society. How do you expect to let others know who 
you are if you yourself have no idea?" 


"I'm just Doran," Doran shrugged. "What difference does it make 
anyways? It's not what you call yourself that matters, but what you 
do. Like the Kyr'tsad. They still call themselves Mandalorians but 
most of them act like Black Sun enforcers." 


"Then what makes a Jedi a Jedi? Their actions? Their powers? Their 
philosophies? Stripped of the Force, can they still call themselves a 
Jedi? If they protect no one else but themselves, are they still Jedi? 
A Mandalorian knows who they are, even without their weapons, 
their gear, or a clan to call their own. The galaxy knows that a 
Mandalorian without any weapons or gadgets is still a Mandalorian. 
Can the same be said about Jedi?" 


Doran took a long drink from his cup. "If you put it that way, I 
guess not. Like I said, without the Force, I'll probably just be Doran, 
a thirteen year-old kid who's in way over his head in a Mando 
training camp." 


"Nope, you're still a dar‘manda," Dinua shook her head. She cast 
another glance at Tracyn and her group, then turned her 
penetrating stare onto Doran. "Look, if you're not going to dance 
with Gedyc and the others, do you want to leave this place? We 
look pretty pathetic sitting here drinking milk and watching 
everyone else dance." 


"Sure. You have a place in mind?" 


"Just a walk around the starport. We have to take the same shuttle 
we came on back to base." 


Doran shrugged one shoulder. "Okay. Lead the way." 

The two slid out from around the table and left the crowded club, 
the pulsating music still hammering in Doran's ears several vendor 
stalls down. 

"Mandos fight hard but party harder," Dinua said blandly, as they 
casually walked through the grimy hallway of the starport. "Though 
they do have pretty good party food. If you ever get a chance, don't 
pass up the chance to try some uj-cake baked by Skirata's aunt." 
"Not your scene?" 


"Haven't been in a partying mood for a while," Dinua replied in a 
tone that showed she wasn't going to elaborate. 


"Well, with the way the galaxy is going, it'll probably be the last 
time anyone will be in a partying mood," Doran tried. 


"True," Dinua inclined her head slightly. 

Again, without even meaning to, Doran felt a tinge of melancholy 
pain echo from Dinua. He snuck a glance at her face, but it was as 
emotionless as ever. 

"Why do you do it?" 

"Do what?" 

"That," Doran gestured to her. "It's like you've locked yourself away 
in your head and are going through life on auto-pilot. Where's the 
fun, the things you do to make life worth living? You're only what, 
fifteen, sixteen? Tracyn's older than you by a year and she still finds 
time to relax." 

'Tll have plenty of time to relax once I become Or'ramikad." 

"Why?" 


"Again with the questions, dikut. I'm starting to regret asking you to 
come along." 


"I'm just trying to understand you better," Doran replied, shoving 


his hands into the pockets of his pants. "To the rest of the Mando 
training group, you're that untouchable queen, daughter of the base 
commander. Even Jintar and Tracyn keep you at a distance." 


"Perhaps I prefer to remain alone." 

"No one chooses to be alone," Doran countered. 

"I do." 

"Why?" 

"Enough, dar'manda, I don't have to explain myself to you." 


"Then answer me this and then I'll shut up, why did you want me to 
come out here with you?" 


Dinua's answer was to pick up the pace, her gaze locked unseeingly 
on the path before them. 


Doran let out an annoyed huff. "Fine! Be that way. Just wanted to 
let you know that trying to live your life for the sake of someone 
else really drains all the fun out of living." 


Dinua turned around, brown eyes dark."What would you know 
about that?" 


"My dad's a commando. My mom's a Jedi. That means everyone I 
know tends to be one or the other. What does that say about me? 
Am I going to become a commando when I grow up because of my 
dad? A Jedi because of my mom? A Jedi Commando because I'm 
overcompensating? One of the Republic-era Jedi my mom took me 
to said it best, we only have one shot in life, live your life how you 
want to live it. Don't live another person's life because it's what's 
expected." 


Dinua's expression softened slightly. "So you won't become a 
commando or Jedi? What will you become?" 


"Heck of I know," Doran said with a sheepish grin. "You're talking to 
the neophyte Jedi in a Mando training camp. I think my parents 
will be okay with any occupation besides Dark Lord of the Sith 
though" 


"Dikut," Dinua rolled her eyes. "Dar'manda. You're trying to talk to 
me about who I'll become when you don't even know who you are 


right now." 


"IT know what I'm not." Doran shrugged. They entered an open-aired 
walkway that ran the circumference of the starport. "That should be 
good enough, right?" 


Dinua didn't answer, the thoughts bouncing in her head were loud 
enough for Doran to pick up on even if he wasn't intentionally using 
the Force. He too opted to remain quiet, taking the time to take in 
the surroundings. After all, it wasn't every day one went on a stroll 
through a Mandalorian-controlled, scum-filled spaceport. 


It was in his perusal of their surroundings that he noted several 
rough-looking individuals saunter towards them. Sensing nothing 
but trouble, Doran groaned. "What is it with you Mandos and 
trouble?" 


"I was about to say the same thing, only replacing Mandos with 
Jedi," Dinua replied. 


"Think these two are the ones?" One of the group of five said. 
"Hafta be. Brown-haired girl, and giant human baby." Another, 
who's speech pattern indicated a few missing synapses, answered, 
scratching his head. 

The leader of the group pulled out a very long vibroblade from the 
back of his pants. "Shut up you idiots. Look kids, no offense meant, 
but we were paid a great deal of credits to kill you. That scarred 


fellow even told us to record any screams of pain or pleas you 
might have." 


"Yuuzhan Vong," Dinua said blandly. 

"Huh?" 

"The scarred coward who hired you, he's a Yuuzhan Vong." 
"You know, extra-galactic alien seeking to destroy the New 
Republic? They only just brought down a moon onto Sernpidal," 


Doran added helpfully. 


"What the kriff do we care wat he is?" sneered one of the five. "He's 
payin' us enuf credits to buy several starships." 


Dinua drew her plasma pistol in a flash, resting the barrel right 


between the eyes of the leader. "You can't buy anything if you're 
dead." 


"Wait, Dinua!" Doran said hastily, just before her finger pulled the 
trigger. The scumbag at the end of her barrel was shaking, cross- 
eyed as he stared at the barrel in terror. 


"Dikut," Dinua sighed in exasperation. "They were going to kill us. 
All for credits. They don't deserve to live." 


"Yes we do!" Protested one of the others, taking a step forward. 


Dinua's other hand jerked upwards, a hold-out blaster clenched in 
her fist. "Shut up." 


"How is that different than what you Mandos do," Doran said. 
"He's right you know," grumbled scumbag number three. 


Dinua's head whipped around lightning fast to glower at Doran. 
"You did not just compare the Mando'ade to these filth." 


The lead scumbag took advantage of her momentary distraction and 
knocked her gun out of her hand sending it skidding across the rust- 
covered metal floor. The gun discharged, its plasma bolt blowing a 
hole through a rusted crate nearby. Dinua quickly whirled to the 
side to avoid the giant vibroblade, then kicked out and took several 
steps backwards, holding up her hold-out blaster. 


"That pea-shooter is only good for two shots," the leader sneered. 


"An' we all have guns," scumbag number four announced proudly, 
pulling out a beat-up looking blaster-pistol that was probably on its 
eleventh or twelfth owner. 


The other scumbags did the same, each holding up dilapidated 
blasters that might do more damage to the wielder than its target. 


"Try to scream real loud now, we want our bonus," the lead 
scumbag grinned. 


"You call those guns?" A voice interrupted. The scumbags all turned 
in the direction of the voice. Jintar Skirata was sauntering from a 
shadowy side-corridor, his wrist-launcher aimed at the group. "I 
wouldn't give those things to my ak dog." 


"Scram kid!" Scumbag Number Five ordered. "Or you'll be blasted 
along with our marks." 


Jintar raised an eyebrow. "Oh, I don't think so." 
The sound of a dozen plasma weapons powering up filled the foyer. 


"We Mandos always have each other's backs," Tracyn Gedyc said 
simply, dropping down from the overhanging on the opposite side 
of the group. "Who's watching your back?" 


"I would advise," one of Tracyn's squad-members, a goggle-wearing 
dark-skinned male, appeared as the shimmer of his stealth-field died 
away. "You put those rust-collectors down before you hurt 
yourselves." 


The group of five scumbags obviously hadn't considered any 
contingency plans as they stood back to back surrounded by a 
group of armed, teenage Mandalorians. 


"That's a good idea, you want to lay down your arms," Doran said 
hastily, sensing what the scumbags were about to stupidly do. He 
reinforced his words with a very subtle wave of his hand, hoping 
those in the know would forgive his momentary usage of the Force. 


Dinua, Jintar, and Tracyn all glanced in his direction, but didn't say 
anything as the scumbags all seemed to take Doran's warning to 
heart. With defeated whimpers, they threw down their weapons and 
raised their hands. 


"What's going to happen to them?" Doran asked as members of 
Tracyn's squad cuffed the five. 


"Considering they didn't hurt anyone, they'll be packed up into a 
ship and forbidden from returning to Mandalorian space," Jintar 
answered. He bent down on his way over and picked up Dinua's 
blaster. "Thought I recognized the energy discharge. You're lucky it 
went off during a lull in the songs." 


"I had things under control," Dinua grumped. 


"I have a question regard those weapons you're carrying," Doran 
said, eyeing Tracyn's squad. 


"Shoot." 


Doran glared at Jintar's pun. "Do Mandalorians normally carry 
stealth-belts, thermal detonators, shoulder or wrist launchers, and 
all manner of stabby-shooty —-to-death implements when you guys 
go clubbing?" 


"Yeah," Tracyn answered, approaching them. She tilted her head to 
the side and frowned as she tucked one of her vibroblades 
horizontally into her studded belt. "Why, doesn't everyone? That's 
why it's called clubbing." 


Doran hung his head. "Never mind." 
FtF(V)FtF 


The group of young Mandalorian adults and one Jedi just-turned- 
teen returned to the training facility without any further instances 
of murder, mayhem, or heart-racing events that normally follow 
Mandalorians and Jedi. Only, once they were back onboard the 
floating training camp, Doran was reminded that he was now ten 
hours removed from his Verd'goten. Ten hours away from getting his 
shebs completely handed to him by Dinua 'Droid-Impersonator' 
Jeban and being laughed off the station. 


It was that panic that had driven him to hole himself up in Tracyn's 
Kyr'tsad training room. He was sweaty, his mind almost blank as he 
ran through Jedi, Mandalorian, and all the other combat forms he 
had been taught. Unfortunately he overbalanced himself and got his 
growing legs caught up in each other. He unceremoniously toppled 
to the worn mat, grateful that he had no audience. The Jedi katas 
were a lot harder to do if you were deliberately blinding yourself to 
the Force. 


With that though, his mind returned to Dinua's question. If he 
wasn't able to use the Force, was he still a Jedi? If he wasn't a Jedi, 
what was he? A commando in training following in the footsteps of 
his dad? He definitely wasn't a Mandalorian. He picked himself up 
and shook his head. 


Today he had saved five lives but failed one. But why did he do 
that? In the store with the Vong he had told the Mandos he 
intervened because it was the right thing to do, but right for who? 
The Mandos obviously hadn't cared if the clerk lived or died. Had 
been more than eager to kill the gang that had ambushed he and 
Dinua. Could he still be a Jedi but not use the Force? Gripping the 
training staff in his hands, he whirled it around like the best of 
staff-masters, keeping careful note of his large feet this time. With a 


yell, he brought the staff down, bashing an invisible enemy. He 
then spun it back and thrust it forward. Who am I? 


He was Doran Sarkin-Tainer. A kid in over his head yet somehow 
staying afloat thanks to his older, but crazy Mando friends. A kid, 
who because it was the right thing to do, somehow managed to piss 
off a Vong commander and get a hit-squad sent after him. He 
definitely knew what he wasn't going to put in his daily message to 
his mom. And then his foot slipped on a small patch of sweat that 
had lined the aging mat, and he fell down once more. 


"You're trying too hard," Jintar called out. 


Doran ruefully glanced towards the door and saw both Jintar and 
Tracyn watching. And from the looks of it, they had been there a 
while. They were sitting on collapsible flimsiplast chairs, each with 
a drink that was nearly gone. Without the Force to help his 
awareness, he hadn't sensed them at all. 


Panting, Doran shook his head. "I'm not trying hard enough. If I'm 
not at the top of my game, I'll become very acquainted with the 
floor when I fight Dinua tomorrow. 


"You're assuming that she will be at the top of her game, dar'manda," 
Tracyn voiced. "One of the reasons why I'm surprised she 
volunteered is because tomorrow will be the anniversary of her 
mother's death. Most will probably think her to be a cold and 
unfeeling...person. But we know better, right?" 


Doran could only stare at the duo as the information slowly trickled 
through his determination to not look stupid in front of a crowd of 
Mandos. "First anniversary?" 


"Don't know the full story," Jintar spoke. "Dinua was staying with us 
while her mom was out with Mand'alor on some top-secret mission. 
When the mission was over, Commander Beviin appears with the 
news that Dinua's mom was killed in action and that he was 
adopting Dinua. When Dinua asked who was responsible, all Beviin 
said was that some Jedi and a Vong were involved. To be honest, 
I'm surprised she hasn'tkilled you already." 


"I'm her meal-ticket into the super-commandos," Doran deadpanned. 
"She won't kill me until after she gets in." 


"Boys," Tracyn rolled her eyes, slapping Jintar in the stomach. 
"Anyways, Skirata's right. You're trying too hard, dar'manda. You 


know a heck of a lot more combat moves than I did at your age, 
probably seen systems more osik than most anyone your age. You're 
ready for it. Don't let Jeban's scary untouchable status get to you. I 
know from personal experience that you can beat her." 


Doran just nodded and resumed his training, breathing heavily as 
he did. "Easy for you to say, Tracyn. You guys have been training 
since birth to fight the galaxy. I've had the whole passive-resistance 
mantra pounded into me all the while." 


Tracyn rolled her eyes and looked over to her partner. "Skirata. Do 
something before he hurts himself." 


"What, why me?" 


"Because if I do something, I'm more than likely going to hurt him. 
Now go, hairless Wookie Number Two." 


"You met me first, why am IJ number two?" 
"Go," Tracyn slapped his stomach again. "I'm squad leader." 


"Fine, fine, pull rank," Jintar just shook his head. He glanced to the 
wall of training weapons and unhooked another training staff. "Hey, 
dar'manda. If you think you still need training, I'll take you on." 


"Oi, Jintar. I said stop him, not provoke him?" Tracyn shook her 
head in exasperation. 


Jintar winked over his shoulder. "A trick my dad taught me, 
Kyr'tsadika." 


Doran glanced to the lean but muscular dark-skinned Mandalorian 
teen. Conventional wisdom suggested that he not accept the 
challenge. Though the two were roughly the same height, Jintar 
had three more years of hard-toned muscle and skill to go off of— 
well two more years if you were using Galactic Standard, but this 
was Gargon and even the years were Mandalorian. 


Also, unlike Doran, Jintar was used to his own body size. For 
Doran, whose growth spurt had started only two years earlier, he 
just felt gangly and awkward. Yet, Doran felt a need to prove 
something to Jintar and to himself. 


Whether that something was 'see I told you I'd get my butt kicked’ 
or 'I guess I am ready' Doran didn't know. 


He whirled the bo staff into a ready position, accepting Jintar's 
challenge with a slight nod. He expected Jintar to say something 
cocky, to return the gesture. What he didn't expect was Jintar to go 
all out right out of the gate. A flurry of whacks later, and Doran 
found himself on his back with the tip of Jintar's bo staff resting 
against his throat. 


"See, I told you I was getting my butt kicked," Doran breathed 


"Dikut, if you go into a battle expecting to get your butt kicked, 
what do you think will happen?" Jintar shook his head and helped 
Doran back to his feet. "Stop trying to play towards our strengths 
and play towards your own." 


"Huh?" 


"The mini-Ewok over there uses her size and speed to get through 
her opponent's guards. I use my manly, Wookie-strength," A snort 
from Tracyn went ignored by Jintar. "To overwhelm, which is why 
Kyr'tsadika kicks my shebse so often. What's your strength? You've 
heard that the way you fight defines you, right? Well, how does 
your fighting style say who you are? Sure you can try to mimic 
everything we have taught you, but you're not really a Mando are 
you? So if you fight as a Mando, you won't be as strong." 


"So what? Forget everything you guys taught me?" 


"Didn't say that," Jintar shook his head and spun his training staff 
casually. "Who are you dar'manda? Answer that question and you'll 
know how to fight and win." 


"I've been trying to answer that question since I got here," Doran 
grumbled. "My entire life I was trained and raised as a Jedi. But 
without the Force, I can't very well call myself one." 


"Why not?" Jintar asked. 

"Jedi use the Force." 

"Mandalorians use beskar'gam, and a whole bunch of weapons, but if 
you strip a Mando of all of that and leave him," Tracyn cleared her 
throat. "Or her," Jintar added quickly. "On a desolate planet, they'll 
still be Mando'ad." 


"That's different. Anyone can do good deeds, follow the precepts 
taught by the Jedi, but only the Jedi can use the Force." 


"So youre not fully a Jedi then," Jintar began a few swings towards 
Doran, letting the younger teen bat them aside. "But you're not a 
Mando either, despite the fact that you're using Mando moves to 
help you. In fact, you're probably using fighting styles from a half- 
dozen different peoples. Who in the galaxy do you know of does 
that?" 


"No one," Doran said, trying to go on the offensive. 


"No one but you," Jintar corrected, easily fending off Doran's 
distracted attacks. "So stop trying to be someone else, trying to be a 
Jedi or a Mando, or one of those other peoples you've learned from. 
Stop trying to imitate them and just be yourself." 


Doran's eyes narrowed as he listened to what Jintar was saying. 
Cocking his head to the side slightly, he stopped trying to attack 
Jintar and took a step back. He closed his eyes, letting out a couple 
of breaths, before opening them again with a faint grin. 


"What?" Jintar blinked. 

"Just being myself," Doran shrugged, gesturing for Jintar to attack. 
Jintar blinked again, but then returned the shrug and lashed out 
with his staff. The staff breezed through nothing but air despite the 
speed. Jintar tried attacking again, but this time Doran ducked 
under the sweeping slash. 


"Being yourself?" Jintar panted after several more swings hit 
nothing but air. 


"Uh huh," Doran smiled cockily. "Come on." 

Jintar went on the offensive for real this time, his feet propelling his 
solid form towards the younger teen. Doran, however, continued to 
dodge from side to side, only rarely letting his training staff parry 
Jintar's strikes. 


"Stand still you little bug!" Jintar grumbled, trying to body-check 
Doran. 


Doran spun to the side, foot out, and Jintar tumbled to the ground. 


"Oh that was wicked!" Tracyn clapped in amusement. "Go Wookie 
Number One!" 


"Hey, who's side are you on?" Jintar complained, brushing himself 
off. 


"His of course," Tracyn said with a smirk. 

"Okay," Jintar whirled to Doran. "Again, and this time..." 

Tracyn cleared her throat and raised an eyebrow. "Soothe your hurt 
man-feelings another day, Skirata. Last thing we want is for Jeban 


to blame us for anything that goes wrong." 


Jintar pouted, but sighed. "Fine. Looks like you discovered who you 
were, Doran." 


Doran smiled. "Thanks to you, Wookie Number Two." 


Jintar glared at Tracyn. "Are you sure I can't whack him upside the 
head just once?" 


"I need you in fighting shape tomorrow too," Tracyn shook her 
head, but was grinning. "Don't forget we have the squad-on-squad 
tournament at the same time as Doran's Verd'goten." 


"What's that about?" Doran asked. 

"Losing team gets to return home in disgrace," Jintar elaborated. 
"Our entire cohort participates, so we get to compete against three 
others squads who'd love to see Kyr'tsadika fail." 

"Good luck guys." 


"Not that we'll need it," Tracyn said. "You'll be good for tomorrow, 
right?" 


"Yeah," Doran breathed, glancing down at the training staff he was 
holding. "Thanks you two." 


"Our pleasure," Jintar clapped Doran on the back in a friendly 
manner. "Good luck tomorrow." 


Doran laughed at that. "Not that I'll need it. Do or do not. No 
trying." 


"That's the spirit." Jintar made his way over to Tracyn's seated form. 
"Okay Ewok. The ad's ready. Happy?" 


"Very," Tracyn nodded once. She gave Doran a small wink, and 
together she and Jintar exited the room. 


Doran could only shake his head at his friends' antics. Despite still 
feeling anxious for the coming day, a good part of him knew there 
was nothing more he could do about it. Tomorrow would come 
when it did, and stressing over it was only going to give him a 
stomach ache. Moving over to the racks of training weapons, Doran 
placed the staffs he and Jintar had used back in their place, and 
then gazed out the hangar bay at the desolate landscape. 


Tomorrow. It was only a day away. 
FtF(IV)FtF 
Hi mom, 


Just thinking about tomorrow. You know, the day I either get to stay a 
kid in the eyes of the Mandos or suddenly become an adult. Don't get me 
wrong, I am okay with it and all. I have these great Mando friends who 
helped knock some sense into me. I'm nervous, but not freaking out 
nervous if you know what I mean. I'm pretty sure I can ace whatever test 
they throw at me. You don't have to be concerned about that, though I 
doubt you ever were. You were the one who sent me to a Mando training 
camp after all. 


Fortunately, my trainer gave me the day off to relax considering 
everything that's happening tomorrow. Oh, right, Dinua took the place of 
my verd'goten tester who got kicked off the facility thanks to Jintar. 
Long story. Anyways, I had the day off from training so I was invited by 
some of my older Mando friends to go clubbing with them at the main 
spaceport. No I didn't have any alcoholic beverages mom, I'm not that 
brain-dead. Besides, the Mandos didn't drink much either so there wasn't 
any pressure or anything. I did learn, though that when Mandos go 
clubbing, they bring clubs with them, and blasters, and knives, and 
thermal detonators. Don't ask, another long story. Anyways, I had a 
relatively relaxing time with them, they are pretty wizard letting me hang 
out with them and all. 


Let's see what else...Oh yeah, a detachment of those aliens from another 
galaxy decided to set base next to the Mando training camp...and I kind 
of inadvertently. ...accidently...slightly on purpose... angered the Vong 
in charge of the detachment. It wasn't my fault, really! You're the one 
who's always said that I should stick to what I believe in. And I followed 
your advice to the letter! You don't have to worry about this either 
though, I'm trying to keep a low profile. The only thing that Vong 


commander has done is send a bunch of second-rate thugs after me and 
Dinua, and you know how second-rate thugs do against Mandos in 
training. 


Speaking of...I've had a couple of talks with Dinua throughout the day. 
She's...something. It's really weird when I'm training or even talking with 
her. It's like she wants to rip my guts out, but also wants me to succeed 
at the same time. She pushes and pushes, like some of the instructors 
you've taken me to. But unlike them, me succeeding means she gets to 
follow in her mom's footsteps and become a supercommando. I get the 
sense she's only doing it because it's what everyone expects of her and 
not because it's what she wants. 


With that in mind, just what exact did you want me to become mom? 
I'm never going to be a Jedi like those other kids at the Academy. My 
closest friend there is going to become a fish when she gets older so it's 
not like we can go adventuring either. And I'm definitely not commando 
material, at least according to all the Mando's I've met so far. I'm just 
me...Doran Sarkin Tainer, a thirteen year old kid who has no idea what 
he's going to become when he grows up. I have Jedi abilities, but rarely 
follow the code. I've killed people, have more combat training than most 
kids my age, have been to more planets, space-stations, and nebulae 
than many people alive. So what? A part of this Verd'goten is declaring 
who you are, stating where you belong in this galaxy. Most Mandos will 
belong to their clan, will fight at their brothers' and sisters' side, will live 
and die for their planet and their ways. But what about me? I don't 
know. Is being Doran Sarkin Tainer, eclectic-Jedi adventurer good 
enough? 


Sorry to ramble like that, I just have a lot on my mind between all things 
that start with 'vev'. Verd'goten, Vong, vencuyot...which means ‘future’ in 
Mando'a by the way. I get the feeling that whatever I do on this station 
is going to follow me for a long while, shape my future. 


I'm going to turn in early today. Tomorrow I get to become a man! 
Laugh and roll your eyes all you want mom, but this is your fault. 
Again. Isn't this like my third coming of age ceremony I had to attend 
because you keep getting me into these situations? I can't wait until I 
actually grow up and look like a grown up. I'm getting tired of people 
calling me ‘kid' every time we land on a new planet. See, I'm starting to 
get grumpy like dad now, I better go to sleep. Il write you again 
tomorrow. 


Your Son, 


Doran Sarkin Tainer. 


FtF(Chapter End)FtF 


ANN: Hope you all enjoyed it! Last chapter in two weeks. 
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FtF()FtF 


Wondering why the Mandalorians couldn't have the verd'goten first 
thing in the morning, and not at the very end of the day, Doran 
picked at the food on his plate. He didn't even have the benefit of 
Tracyn reassurance, Jintar's sarcastic comments, or Dinua's 
backhanded support. The older Mandalorian teens were all in 
training exercises of their own, having spent the previous day 
‘slumming it' with him. 


Nineteen hours to go. Nineteen long hours. 


There were two thumps as two someones sat down on either side of 
him. As thumps go, both were heavily armored even though it was 
still first light. 


"Su'cuy, ad." 


"Teroc, right?" Doran said, recognizing the 'doorman' he had met on 
the first day. "Done guarding access hatches?" 


Teroc laughed a deep laugh. "Apparently someone made a stink 
about Kyr'tsad guarding the door, said I couldn't be trusted. Beviin 
has me in the kitchens instead. Don't be surprised if a couple if 
dikutes come down with the runs." 


"I don't think I'll ever get used to Mandalorian humor," Doran 
sighed, shaking his head. "Anyways, how can I help you, Mr. 
Teroc?" 


Teroc kept a smile on his face even as he leaned over to Doran. 
"Watch your shebs, ad. There are forces at work today that normally 
work in the shadows." 


"And I thought Jedi were cryptic," Doran snorted. "I've had to watch 
my back since coming here. If it wasn't Lok it was street thugs at 
the spaceport. 


Teroc continued to smile jovially. "They were just small fries. 
Tracyn told you, right? The Kyr'tsad is far from one faction. One of 
those factions is making a play for power today." 


"You're warning me, why?" 


"Evening the playing field," Teroc pulled back and began eating 
from his own plate. "Hate cowards who think striking from the 
shadows is an honorable thing. By the way, Tracyn knows about the 
threat but didn't want to tell you." 


"Huh? Why?" 


"Some nonsense about worrying you unnecessarily. She's continuing 
to hold out hope that our less intelligent brethren will grow a few 
brain cells between now and tonight." 


"Are you part of her faction?" Doran said lightly, now truly picking 
at his plate. 


Teroc shook his head. "That would be telling, ad. Just think of me 
as a friendly Kyr'tsad, and the ones that will try to kill you tonight 
as unfriendly Kyr'tsad." 


"Black and white, that simple?" 


"Life often is," Teroc shrugged. "Good luck tonight, kid. I'll be 
rooting for you." 


"Thanks," Doran said flatly. "As if I didn't have enough to worry 
about." 


Teroc clicked his tongue and gave Doran a hearty slap on the back 
and stood. "Ka'tini, ad. You'll either live or die, but that's something 
that happens every day. Like the sun rising and setting. The only 
thing you can do is make sure you show life that you're worthy of 
another day. Catch you later, I have a couple plates to clean." 


As Teroc spoke, Doran heard a strangled sound from somewhere in 
the mess-hall and saw two Mandalorians jackrabbit up, clutching 
their stomachs. Both hurried out of the hall towards the restrooms, 
looks of extreme concentration on their faces. Whistling, Teroc 
casually pushed their left-over plates into a basin and carried on as 
usual. 


Doran just sighed. Mandalorians. 
With the warning and his upcoming trials, it was hard for Doran to 


go about 'business as usual,’ but that's what he tried to do anyways. 
Camping out in Tracyn's training room, he spent the next couple of 


hours practicing everything he knew, from blaster firing to knife 
work. It was oddly therapeutic as the training kept his mind 
distracted from what was to come. But as the hour grew later, his 
anxiety slowly began to return. 


Deciding that eating a light snack was in order, Doran put away the 
training weapons and made for the door. When he opened it, 
however, he heard the sound of a blaster discharging and swiftly 
lost consciousness. 


FtF(IDFtF 


"I assure you, your eminence, he is a Jedi. His mother is Tyria 
Sarkin Tainer, a member of the Skywalker's Jedi Order." 


"I ask you to bring me a Jedi, not a boy!" the guttural sounds of a 
Yuuzhan Vong speaking Basic were not exactly the most pleasing 
sounds to return to consciousness to. 


Realizing that he was in a cage that only allowed him enough room 
to hunch over on all fours like an animal, Doran grimaced and did 
his best to stretch out his large form as best as he could. From the 
lights of the computer monitors and holograms, he could tell he was 
in a ship of some sort. The Yuuzhan Vong voice he heard was none 
other than Gorak Lah, and the first speaker was someone Doran 
recognized as being in Tracyn's training squad. 


"Test him!" the Mandalorian said. "I would not sully my clan's honor 
by bringing you anything less than what you ask." 


"Very well, I will be by tomorrow morning to collect this, .Jeedai. 
But if I discover you have once again failed me. 


"You won't, your eminence. I saw it with my own eyes. He used the 
Force to convince the trash you hired last to surrender. That's why 
you should have hired Mando‘ade in the first place." 


"Do not presume to tell me what to do Overlord Viba. I may have 
agreed to help your pathetic faction rise above the others, but until 
you actually prove that you are of some use to me I am under no 
such obligation." 


"My faction may be the smallest of Kyr'tsad, but we are the most 
lethal. More of Mand'alor's verde have died to our people than all 
the others combined. Better yet, Mand'‘alor blames the other Kyr'tsad 
factions and has no clue we exist. We are the hidden knife held to 


his throat." 


"You are a piece of trash metal being waved about by a crécheling," 
the gruff Yuuzhan Vong voice corrected sharply. "Tomorrow, Viba. 
Do not disappoint me." 


"I won't, Gorak Lah." Doran pretended to be unconscious as the 
Mandalorian deactivated the comm and swore loudly. "Haar'chak! 
That hut'uunla sheb!" 


"What are your orders, Overlord?" Another Mandalorian asked. 


"Keep watch over the Jedi brat. I have to report to Tracyn for a 
debriefing and I'd be missed if I didn't show. 


"Why not kill the boy?" A weedy voice asked, the speaker in full 
Mandalorian armor. "He's no good to us alive." 


"The Vongese want Jedi specimens to study," the Overlord shook his 
head. "I'd be perfectly happy disposing this Jedi too, but we have a 
deal. They'll kill Gedyc and Vizsla and we supply them with Jedi." 


"I still think we should have gone the other route." A fourth voice 
said. 


"What? Have Gedyc and Vizsla produce my heirs so that all of 
Kyr'tsad would be united under one bloodline?" 


"It is the best option. If they die, they might turn into martyrs. 
Alive, they can ensure the purity of Kyr'tsad for another generation." 


"As appealing as they both are, Gedyc and Vizsla are soft...too soft," 
the Overlord shook his head without a moment's consideration. "I 
won't pollute the Viba bloodline with their worthless genes. Better 
we annihilate their taint than let it continue. Which is why it's 
imperative that you guard this Jedi. The Vongese won't raise a finger 
until he's in their grasp." 


"Don't worry Overlord, you can count on us." 

"The others don't even have a clue we have them, relax, Overlord." 
"I know the times haven't been easy. But I have to thank the six of 
you for believing in my father enough to continue his dream of a 


pure Mandalorian race. When Clan Viba rises above all others, you 
and your families will be rewarded." 


The Overlord and two others left the room. The seconds ticked by, 
the remaining three Mandalorians settling into a routine in front of 
the computer banks. 


"Some Jedi, the kid still hasn't awoken from that electro-dart we hit 
him with." 


"What do you expect from a soft Jedi," the weedy-voiced 
Mandalorian replied. "It just a good thing we got to him before the 
Verd'goten. Now people are going to think he's just a coward who's 
run off." 


"Though I follow the Overlord, you have to admit that both Gedyc 
and Vizsla are pleasing to the eye," leered the third, Doran dubbed 
as Immoral Mandalorian. From the angle he was at, Doran could see 
that Mr. Immoral was actually tapped into the security cameras of 
the training facility. "He could at least give them to us if he doesn't 
want them." 


"We can bring that up when he gets back," the weedy-voice 
Mandalorian said. "He does owe us after all." 


"Hey, do either of you want some food?" The first of the three said. 
"The kid's not going anywhere and Viba won't be back for another 
hour or two. I can stop by the mess-hall and pick up a few things in 
the meantime." 


"Sounds good, get me a nerf-steak with extra gravy." 


"How about a ration bar, dikut?" the first said dryly. The doors 
swooshed open again and Doran was left with the both of them. 


There were a few problems, however. One, his hands were stun- 
cuffed behind him. Two he was pretty sure the collar with the 
blinking light around his neck wasn't for decorative purposes. 
Three, there might be more than just the two Mandalorians waiting 
on the other side of the door. His mind still felt foggy from 
whatever they had hit him with and he didn't trust his Jedi senses 
at the moment. Which wasn't good considering that escape was 
probably a very good idea. 


"It's also a shame we couldn't wait until after the ad's verd'goten," 
Weedy-Voice said. "I wonder how he would have fared against 
Jeban." 


"Well by now they'll think he ran off, so no point wondering." 


"And now we have to watch that kid," Weedy-Voice muttered. "We 
can just set off the collar and tell Viba that it shorted a circuit. Not 
like it hasn't happened before." 


Mr. Immoral laughed a barking laugh. "We could. But then Viba 
wouldn't get the Vongese support. We have a handful of Kyr'tsad 
clans willing to sign up if this deal goes through." 


"What's to make the Vongese keep their word?" Weedy-Voice pulled 
out what looked like a detonator and began carelessly tossing it up 
and down. 


Deciding that relying on chance probably wouldn't be the most life 
prolonging, Doran not so subtly managed to flick his wrist despite 
the binders securing them. The pin to a grenade attached to Weedy- 
Voice's belt popped out and fell to the greasy deck floor, the sound 
lost over the banter of the two Kyr'tsad. Doran spent the next few 
seconds curling himself up into as small a ball as his large form 
would let him and surrounding himself with Force energy. 


The grenade ended up being a sonic one, and when it went off it 
pretty much liquefied Weedy-Voice in his armor. The shockwave 
that continued outward hit Mr. Immoral and ruptured the veins in 
his organs, toppling him over before it even registered that he was 
in danger. The computer consoles erupted in a shower of sparks and 
electrical flashes, and the windows in the room blew out from the 
pressure-wave. Fortunately the ship appeared docked in a 
pressurized environment and nothing was vented into the void of 
space. 


Unfortunately, the pin for one of Weedy-Voice's other grenades fell 
out from the jostling, and a split second later, an incendiary charge 
ignited. 


For Doran, the initial sonic wave had peeled off the roof of his cage, 
but he was still bound, and now had the additional burden of 
escaping a room that was now fast on fire. The grease stains coating 
the floor and walls made for perfect kindling and aided the 
incendiary grenade in its task. 


Kicking out, he managed to destroy the weakened cage, and like a 
worm he wiggled from its confines. The only good news was that 
his collar appeared to have been deactivated when the bank of 
computers went up in flames. However, he still had a few dozen 
grams of explosives around his neck, something most people tried 
to avoid. Especially when one was trapped in a flaming room. The 


pressure wave of the sonic grenade had warped the door, 
preventing it from opening or closing. 


So when the door was no longer an option, how was a thirteen-year 
old Jedi adventurer with his hands bound behind his back supposed 
to escape the burning cockpit of an unknown ship? 


Through the equally flaming windows of course. 


Hopping as best as he could with his legs stunned cuffed together, 
flames licking at him from all over, Doran managed to angle himself 
towards the nearest window and throw himself out. He bounced on 
the nose of the vessel, then proceeded to roll off. Considering all he 
saw was a steep drop on either side of the nose, that wasn't a good 
thing. With a panicked cry, he quickly reached out with his bound 
hands and managed to snag his stun-cuffs around an exhaust 
manifold. It kept him from falling to his death, but really didn't 
improve his situation much. Now he was dangling over a field of 
stars a few meters away from a burning cockpit that someone 
would no doubt investigate. On the bright side, he now had a fairly 
good idea as to where he was. 


In addition to the void of space below him, he could also see 
Gargon's giant sphere very slowly rotating several thousand 
kilometers away. He could see catwalks and all manner of metal 
structures sticking out from all around, leading him to believe he 
was on the hollowed-out moon that had been his nightly friend the 
past couple of days. Whoever thought that his first time meeting his 
nightly friend would be in a life-or-death situation. 


Then again, Doran reflected, he was a Jedi and didn't do anything 
small. 


"There he is! Blast him!" Several Kyr'tsad Mandalorians were 
scrambling on the surrounding catwalks with blasters at the ready. 


Doran groaned. Can my situation get any worse! 

"We don't have a good shot! Bring in the Gladiator!" 

Doran let out an exasperated sound, not knowing what a Gladiator 
was but knowing it probably wasn't a stuffed animal meant to 
cuddle him. 


He quickly learned that a Gladiator was a sword-like starfighter 
when one undocked from a neighboring pier and rotated in his 


direction. 
"Oh come on! Isn't that overkill!?" 


With a huff, Doran sent the Force into his arms and propelled 
himself upwards just as the fighter opened fire. On one hand he was 
now clear of the explosion and the fighter's line of sight. On the 
other, he now had a dozen Kyr'tsad Mandalorians aiming at 
him....and his wrists and ankles were still bound together. 


But he had timed his jump so construction crane was passing 
overhead. His upward momentum was halted by the giant metal 
arm, and he hastily pulled his body onto the rusted durasteel 
construct as a hail of laser and plasma bolts filled the air. The crane 
only offered limited protection, however, as the bolts began to chew 
through the neglected metal with impunity. Rolling this way and 
that, Doran glanced in the direction of the crane's controls and saw 
another Mandalorian wearing armor similar to the ones firing at 
him. He took a second to rest his forehead against the cool metal in 
annoyance. He was soooo not catching any break. Then, the Force 
decided to by nice to him. A plasma bolt burned through the arm of 
the crane and managed to shatter the centerpiece of the bindings on 
his ankles. 


A second later, a Mandalorian jetpacked onto the metal arm, blaster 
held out. Doran lashed out with his newly freed leg, the metal cuff 
still wrapped around his ankle making contact with the Mando's 
wrist and sent the blaster tumbling out into space. The Mandalorian 
growled and tried to tackle Doran, but the teen dropped low, and 
then performed another spinning kick. The anklet made contact 
with the Mandalorian's jetpack, and Doran heard a surprised. 'What 
the....!' Before the pack activated and sent the Mandalorian on a 
ballistic course into a wall. 


His victory was short lived, however, as three more Mandalorian's 
rocketed up at safer distances, guns held at the ready. 


Doran sighed, holding up his hands in surrender. 


Then the unexpected happened. Three vibroblades flew through the 
air at breakneck speeds. One punched through the T-shaped visor of 
one jetpack-equipped Kyr'stad, another embedded itself in the neck 
of a second. The third was caught by the last of the trio, but it 
exploded in his hand a split-second later. 


Eyes, Doran's and the Kyr'tsads', all glanced in the direction the 


blades had come from. The source was the docking berth on the 
opposite side of the one where the Gladiator had come from. Three 
figures were running like blurs amid the shadows of the decrepit 
shipyard. Doran heard the familiar whine of Dinua's plasma-pistol, 
then saw a wrist-launched rocket streak across the dock and send a 
cluster of Kyr'tsad flying. The chaos spread as a fuel depot ignited. 
Cargo crates came tumbling down on another group of Kyr'tsad. 
The Mandalorian splinter group may have been many, but the trio 
of attackers were definitely exploiting their element of surprise. 


A thump on the crane drew Doran's attention again. 


"Come on, Ori'dikut!" Tracyn called out. She was wearing Kyr'tsad 
Mandalorian armor that appeared to be a few sizes too big for her. 


Doran blinked. "Aren't you a little short for a..." 


"Finish that and you can save yourself," Tracyn answered, whipping 
off her helmet and glaring at him. "Now can we go! We don't 
exactly have an answer for those Gladiators they have zipping 
about." 


A Kyr'tsad jetpacked up behind her, and Tracyn quickly arched 
herself backwards as a vibrosword took off a few blond locks of her 
hair. She retaliated by pulling out two vibroblades of her own and 
moved faster than Doran had ever seen. She batted aside or dodged 
the other's attacks as if he were moving at a Hutt's pace. What had 
started out as a confident offensive on the Kyr'tsad soldier's part 
turned into a desperate defensive action. There was an electric 
crackle as the vibrosword slid across her blades, the larger Kyr'tsad 
soldier trying to overpower Tracyn's slight form. She managed to 
twist herself to the side, and swapped out one of her blades with 
one strapped to the small of her back. When the Kyr'tsad soldier 
lunged again, she spun and jammed her new blade into his over- 
stretched thigh. A crackle of paralyzing electricity covered the 
Kyr'tsad soldier, the lights on his armor shorting out for a split 
second. In constant motion, Tracyn whirled about again pulling her 
knife free and spinning so that she was behind the disabled fighter. 
Without saying a word, she used her second vibroblade to slit his 
throat, then threw the body over the side of the crane. 


"You were holding back on me weren't you," Doran said faintly. 


Tracyn regarded him with a hesitant smile, biting her lower lip 
nervously. "Yes?" 


A much larger explosion sounded, bringing the two back to reality. 
"That's not good." 


Tracyn quickly freed Doran's wrists from his cuffs. "No. Let's hope 
Jeban and Skirata have thought of something." 


"This is some rescue. You mean you guys don't have a way out?" 
Doran said in disbelief. 


"You kind of nerfed it by getting everyone to shoot at you," Tracyn 
retorted, the two running along the length of the crane to more 
stable ground. "We were going to impersonate these dikute, pretend 
Hairless Wookie Number Two was our prisoner, and bluff our way 
to where you were being held. We were then going to use the ship's 
waste-disposal system to flush ourselves clear. Then you had to 
blow the ship up." 


"Oh, sorry," Doran said, his heart pounding. 


"It's okay, we just need to buy enough time for the other teams to 
get into position." 


They shimmied down several dangling cables to a rusted catwalk, 
now off the narrow and exposed length of the crane. All around the 
Kyr'tsad were stumbling over themselves trying to take on a 
combined Jintar-Dinua attack. The two weren't the only Mandos 
shooting at the Kyr'tsad, but they were the only two mowing down 
whole squads at a time. 


But not all the traitorous Mandos were occupied. 

Two more Kyr'tsad Mandalorians landed on either side of the 
catwalk Doran and Tracyn were on, both armed with wicked 
looking vibroswords. 


Tracyn just shook her head and passed a vibroblade to Doran. "I 
want that kal back, it's one of my favorites." 


Doran took the small-in-comparison blade and swallowed as he 
eyed his heavily-armored opponent. "His sword looks a lot bigger." 


Tracyn glanced around Doran. "Oh, he has a beskar blade. It'll break 
yours if it comes in contact with it too much. Have fun." 


"Thanks?" 


"Mine has two," Tracyn clarified, gesturing with her own dual- 
bladed stance. 


"Oh, good luck." 


Tracyn gave him a cocky grin. "Who do you think you're talking 
to?" 


Then, he and Tracyn both took off towards their armored 
opponents. Given that they were both on the narrow catwalk, none 
of them had room to maneuver. The Mandalorian Doran was facing 
slashed with obvious strength and nearly cleaved apart the catwalk 
when the blade missed its target. Doran gripped the railing and 
swung himself around, ending up behind the soldier. The 
Mandalorian swung again, making another gouge in the walkway. 
Then another wrathful swing, this time making contact with Doran's 
blade and causing it to hiss not unlike a lightsaber blade. Feeling 
the raw strength behind the attack, Doran deliberately let himself 
fall backwards. The Mandalorian's own strength used against him, 
sent the armored soldier stumbling. Doran kipped up and jammed 
his vibroblade into the weakened catwalk. The section the soldier 
was on gave way completely and dumped the soldier into the void 
of space below. 


Doran spun around in time to see Tracyn turn her own opponent 
into a pincushion. The low-quality durasteel armor appeared to 
have been cut apart as if it were made of plasteel. 


"Kyr'tsadika, quit showing off!" Dinua Jeban yelled out from the 
more solid surface of the moon. "We need to go now!" 


"Too late!" Jintar Skirata zip-lined down to where Dinua was. 
"Vongese picketship just docked." 


"We'll split up," Tracyn said. "Two will be harder to find than four." 


"We'll head to the surface," Dinua said tersely. "Hopefully we'll draw 
a few of these guys off you." 


"And I'll take our dikut here to the ship, we'll pick you up at rally- 
point ca." Tracyn said with a nod. She gripped Doran's hand. "This 
way, let's go!" 

FtF(III)FtF 


Their footsteps sounded unnaturally loud to Doran as he and Tracyn 


sprinted through the cored-out Gargon moon. From the sounds 
echoing throughout the structure, Jintar and Dinua were being 
successful in their plan to draw the surviving Kyr'tsad soldiers away. 
Maybe too successful. 


"Are they going to be okay?" Doran asked anxiously. 


Tracyn smiled gently, brushing a few locks of blond hair out of her 
face. "They will. Don't worry, the moment we learned you were 
kidnapped, we all upped our training while Commander Beviin used 
his resources to find you." 


"What about the other teams?" 


"That's why I'm not too worried," Commander Wren has a fireteam 
ready to jump in if things go out of control. This moon is part of 
Mandalorian territory so we have it fully mapped." 


"How did you find me, anyways?" 


"Viba's not as bright as he thinks he is," Tracyn said, rolling her eyes 
as they jogged. "I made him as a Kyr'tsad the first day he joined my 
squad. Didn't know he was a faction leader until later though. When 
suspicion began to fall on him, I planted a tracer on him." 


"And how long ago was this?" 


"Let's see, your Verdgoten was meant to be three days ago," Tracyn 
said. "When you didn't show, most of the others thought you had 
gotten cold feet and taken yourself off-world." 


"What about you, Jintar, and Dinua?" 


"Dinua was the least convinced of everyone," Tracyn replied with a 
small smile. "She said you'd be too stupid to run away from danger, 
and that you probably found something more life-threatening than 
facing her in the fighting-ring. Jintar and I figured that if Dinua 
believed that about you, she was probably right." 


"Thanks," Doran said sarcastically. "Are we near the ship now? I 
don't want those two in any more danger than they are in now." 


"Yeah, the hangar just around the..." 


Doran quickly held out his hand to stop Tracyn from rounding 
another corner, a shiver going down his spine. Before Tracyn could 


ask what he was doing, an animalistic howl seemed to reverberate 
off all their surroundings. It was a howl Doran had never heard 
before, and it sounded angry. 


Slowly Tracyn drew her two vibroblades again, her blue eyes 
looking wary. Doran likewise pulled out the blade she had given 
him. They edged around the corner and froze. 


"Vongese," Tracyn hissed, taking a cautious step back. 


The animal-like creatures howled once more, snarling and barking 
at Doran in particular. 


"So the infidel was right, you are Jeedai" a purple-skinned, heavily 
scarred Yuuzhan Vong warrior sneered. "Commander Lah will be 
most pleased." 


'What are those?" Doran couldn't help but ask. Staring at the 
grotesque, person-sized lizard-canine-like creatures being held on a 
living leash. 


"A work in progress," a Yuuzhan Vong clad in clothes that seemed 
to breathe in time with his own breaths answered. Finger 
attachments writhed like snakes, but he did not appear to be armed 
or armored like the other three warriors standing around him. "The 
merging of the genetic material is not yet perfected, but when it is, 
we will have a beast capable of sensing and hunting down Jeedai no 
matter where they try to hide. But even in their incomplete forms, 
they can still tell a Jeedai apart from the rest." 


"Come with us and we'll spare your friend there," the Yuuzhan Vong 
warrior in charge offered with a false smile that seemed more like a 
grimace. 


"He's not going anywhere near you creeps," Tracyn hissed, even 
though all four Yuuzhan Vong were nearly twice her height. "I 
know about the treaty you have with Mand‘alor, you're forbidden 
from spilling Mandalorian blood. If you want to take him you have 
to kill me first." 


"Tracyn," Doran said in shock. 
"Mandalorians look out for each other," Tracyn hissed. "What kind 


of Mandalorian would I be if I just let you walk to these verde 
without a fight?" 


"A living one?" Doran tried. 


"I grow tired of this," the Yuuzhan Vong warrior sneered. He 
gestured with a hand. "Jeedai you will come with us now." 


"I think I'll pass," Doran said faintly, hoping Tracyn knew what she 
was doing. 


"Suit yourself," The Yuuzhan Vong warrior answered. "Just know 
that the treaty will still be intact if the Mandalorian happens to be 
killed by a wild-animal. No Yuuzhan Vong would be involved if that 
was the case. Remember Jeedai, her death will be your fault. All 
you had to do was come with us." 


The Yuuzhan Vong warrior nodded to the unarmored Yuuzhan 
Vong holding the creatures' leash. The unarmored Vong released the 
leash and followed his compatriots out of the room. After a long, 
tense second all five of the strange creatures lunged for Doran, 
howling as they did. 


Unlike other sentient creatures Doran fought, these creatures were 
all murderous instinct. As if his very existence offended them. He 
let out a strangle cry of fear as they bore down on him, reflexively 
raising his arms to protect his face. 


There was a yelp and Doran saw one of the creatures on the ground 
with one of Tracyn's vibroblades in its head. But that only seemed 
to anger the surviving creatures. The creatures, showing some sign 
of intelligence, broke off into pairs and attacked the two young 
humans. Both Doran and Tracyn managed to down one more each, 
before receiving their first wounds. 


A trio of barbed spikes on the creatures' tail slashed open a gash 

across Doran's chest, its claw sending white hot jolts of pain as it 
raked his back as well. He gasped, staggering and trying to form 

some sort of defensive stance. He was distracted though when he 
felt a searing agony through the force. 


Tracyn had let out a scream of her own as the jaws of her surviving 
creature clamped down on one of her arms, the crunch of bone 
audible as her ill-fitting armor failed to protect her. She used her 
other hand to jam a vibroblade into the creature's eyes, ending its 
life quickly. 


Doran fended off his own attacking hybrid, before ramming his 
blade into its side, hitting something vital. 


Both teens looked at each other, breathing in relief at their success. 
But then Tracyn's eyes widened. 


"Look out!" Using the same speed Doran had seen her employ 
earlier, she raced to him and used her slight form to knock him off 
balance. 


One of the creatures was still alive, only just, and had used its dying 
breath to spit a stream of noxious-looking fluid at him. Noxious 
looking acidic fluid. 


Sprawled as he was, Doran knew he'd never forget the sound or 
sight as the acid splashed across one side of Tracyn's face and over 
her armor. Her screech branded itself into his mind, his jaw 
dropping as he saw flesh and metal melt like water. 


But he was quick to snap from his stupor, springing to action. He 
summoned the Force with every ounce of concentration he could 
and pressed his hands into the dissolving side of Tracyn's face. She 
was mercifully unconscious by then, but the acid was still eating 
away the tissues and threatening more vital areas. Despite his own 
hands beginning to blister from contact with the affected area, 
Doran recalled the lessons from the holocron of Republic-era Jedi 
Empatojayos Brand and began to absorb the harmful effects of the 
acid. He pulled molecule after molecule out of Tracyn's face, his 
hands reddening, skin beginning to bubble in turn. At the same 
time, however, he was letting the Force flow through his body to 
neutralize the agents he was taking in. It was an act of desperation, 
borne from the fact that he didn't want Tracyn's death to be on his 
hands. 


The Yuuzhan Vong warrior had been right, if she died, it'd be his 
fault. He should have just done the Jedi thing and gone with the 
warrior. 


As tears of fear and pain began to roll down his cheeks, he 
redoubled his efforts. Tracyn's vitals continued to grow weaker. He 
thrust out one hand and sent the acid-logged armor plating flying 
off the unconscious older teen, not needing another wound to heal 
while he struggled to keep her skull intact. 


More hurried footsteps from behind, but Doran didn't care who it 
was. He knew that if he stopped what he was doing, then Tracyn 
would die for sure. 


"Come on, please," Doran pleaded hoarsely, trying futilely to master 


his emotions. 


"What's the ad do..." A Mandalorian was quickly shushed by a voice 
that sounded like Jintar. 


"Stay back," Dinua's own cold voice added quickly. If Doran had 
looked in her direction, he would have seen sheer shock. After all, 
his own wounds were soaking his clothing with blood and Tracyn 
definitely didn't look any better. "He's probably her only chance at 
living." 


"Impossible, with an injury like that! I can practically see her 
brain!" 


"If you don't have anything useful to say get out," Dinua's plasma 
pistol backed her up. 


Jintar moved to Doran's side and crouched down next to him. "What 
do you need?" 


Doran looked at Jintar with wild, tear-filled eyes. "Got an instant 
bacta tank? The acid vapor got to her lungs, I'm losing her." 


"What did she get hit with?" 


"Something," Doran said, pushing more Force energy into Tracyn. 
"Even if I do save her, she probably won't be the same. As it is, I'm 
using the Force to keep her heart beating." 


Jintar clenched his jaw. "My uncles are going to kill me for this, but 
we can take her to Manda'yaim. To the Kyrimorut, my home. We 
have the best medical facilities and healers there." 

"Get that carbonite chamber ready!" Dinua yelled to several others. 
"Carbonite?" Jintar's head whipped around. 

"She won't make it to Manda'yaim in her current conditions and 
we're lightminutes away from the nearest trustworthy bacta tank," 
Dinua reasoned grimly. "We're also short on stasis chambers. 
Carbonite will have to do. The way I heard the current Mand'alor 
tell it, it puts people in cryohibernation. " 

"It might kill her!" 


"At least she won't die with acid eating away at her face," Dinua 


snapped. "Now pick her up and get her to the cargo-loading bay, I'll 
take care of the dikut. Really, we leave the two of them alone for a 
few minutes and they almost get themselves killed!" 


"I...I have to stay by her side, the Force is keeping her alive for 
now," Doran said, seemingly in a daze. 


"You have to worry about not collapsing yourself," Dinua hissed, 
stopping him with a hand to his bloodied chest. "Vongese creations 
are always poisonous, it's how I lost my mom. Now shut up and let 
me tend to your wounds." 


Doran swayed as he tried to stand and follow Jintar out of the 
room, so Dinua promptly drove her gauntleted fist into his face and 
he lost all consciousness. 


FtF(IV)FtF 


Doran slowly returned to the waking world, finding himself in an 
unfamiliar room, his mouth feeling dry and the scent of bacta still 
filling his nostrils. 


"Good morning, ad," a grizzled older man said sarcastically. "You 
done with your beauty sleep?" 


"I've gone to hell, haven't I?" Doran groaned hoarsely, head falling 
back to his pillow. "Why else would I be waking up to an ugly 
Mandalorian?" 


"The kid does have spirit," an older female voice chuckled. 


Doran weakly canted his head in the direction of the new speaker 
and saw a red-haired woman with sparkling green eyes standing by 
a tray full of various medical instruments. A few wrinkles and some 
gray hairs betrayed her age, but she appeared almost as youthful as 
his mom. It was then that his Force abilities kicked in and made 
him do a double take. 


"You're both Jedi." 


"Was," the older man cleared his throat gruffly. "Not any more. We 
gave up that title long ago." 


"What was the last thing you remember?" the red-haired healer 
asked gently. 


Doran blinked as he forced his head to catch up to the matters at 
hand. "A Mandalorian fist heading straight for...wait a minute! Did 
Dinua actually punch me!" 


"Broke your nose," the older man said, nodding in amusement. "She 
wanted us to leave it the way it was, as a reminder against being 
stupid. But we figured you better appreciate the way it use to be, so 
we fixed it for you." 


"Oh...thanks," Doran ran a hand through his hair, then jolted 
upright. "Tracyn! How is she! Is she okay! Is she...." 


"Easy," the red-haired woman said softly. "Kina Ha is tending to her 
still. She's in the best of hands." 


"But..." 


"My name is Tallisibeth Enwandung-Esterhazy, but you can call me 
Scout." The red-haired woman introduced. "The ugly old 
Mandalorian is Bardan Jusik. You're at the Kyrimorut, home of Clan 
Skirata, our home." 


Doran, still breathing heavily as the memories of Tracyn's near- 
death continued to cycle through his mind, tried to get out of the 
bed. 


Scout quickly looked to Bardan who had been cracking his 
knuckles. "Bardan I swear if you put him out the same way Jeban 
did I'll make you babysit Atin's kids again!" 


"If you want to traumatize them for life," grumbled Bardan, who 
instead unhooked a hypo-spray and injected it into Doran before 
the teen could get far. "Listen, ad. You had a bad case of blood- 
poisoning that would have killed anyone who wasn't a Jedi. To top 
it off, you lost nearly a fifth of your blood due to the anti- 
coagulants in the poison of whatever hit you." 


Dazed by whatever he had been injected with, Doran let the older 
man lead him back to bed. "Make up your mind; did I almost die of 
having not enough blood or by having blood poisoning?" 


"Neither, you almost died from sheer stupidity," the voice of Dinua 
Jeban answered. The dark-haired warrior teen had entered the 
room, her face completely devoid of emotion. 


"What she said," Bardan muttered. 


"He's stable?" 


"For now," Bardan said. "You should have heard Sull when we told 
him the supplies he got were to save a Jedi. I wouldn't put it past 
him to sabotage the next shipment of blood packs." 


"You just had to tell him that?" Dinua shook her head. 


"He'd have found out anyways and be twice as mad," Bardan replied 
dryly. "Besides, it's taken forty years and I think he's finally moved 
beyond the urge to kill me and Scout." 


"Now it's just a very strong dislike," Scout nodded. "Don't worry. In 
another decade or so it might even improve to mild disdain." 


Doran just groaned, his head spinning. Dinua moved over to his 
bedside and placed a hand over his forehead. "Good, your fever's 
gone down." 


Bardan cleared his throat. "If I didn't know better, I'd take that as an 
insult, Jeban. If I could help develop a serum to rewrite the genome 
of a bunch of aging clones, then caring for a blood-fevered kid is 
child's play." 


"You fixed his nose," Dinua pointed out crossly. 


"On accident," Bardan huffed. "Not my fault the Force decided to fix 
that too." 


"The Force," Dinua huffed, she looked back down to Doran. "You'll 
be happy to know that you've passed your Verd'goten." 


"I did that in my sleep? I'm even better than I thought I was." 
Dinua punched him in the arm. "Dikut. You went toe-to-toe with a 
Kyr'tsad warrior and beat him in knife-combat. You navigated a 
base full of people wanting to kill you and went hand-to-hand with 
dangerous creatures. I think you qualified yourself." 

"I nearly got Tracyn killed." 

"So, next time?" 

"Well, if a Vong ever tells me to surrender next time, I think I will," 


Doran said dryly. "Most definitely since the alternative is watching 
one of my few friends in this system have her face melted off." 


"Dikut," Dinua muttered. 


"You'll still train me, even though I passed my Verd'goten, right?" 
Doran said, his expression completely serious. 


"Maybe you got hit in the head too. You actually want me to train 
you?" 


"I mean it," Doran said, reaching out to grip Dinua on the wrist. "If I 
had been a little better, maybe more trained in whatever Mando- 
magic you seem to have, maybe Tracyn wouldn't have had to push 
me out of the way. I had been relying on the Force to help me 
escape that Death Watch ship, was still using it when I was walking 
with Tracyn in that base. But the Vong can't be sensed in the Force, 
those creatures were like shadows too. I can't start relying on the 
Force every time things get real." 


As Doran spoke, he was vaguely aware of both Scout and Bardan 
exchanging sorrowful looks, but he was more focused on Dinua's 
reaction. The dark-haired Mandalorian girl's eyes just became 
distant. "Mhi Mando'ade kar'tayli kyr'am pirusti." 


"What?" 


"No one is immune to death, Doran," Dinua said softly. "Not even 
Mandalorians." 


"But you have a better chance of surviving against most." 


"Against the Vongese? We die just like anyone else," Dinua 
answered, looking away. She turned around to stare at the door. 
"Think about your request, dikut. All the training in the world won't 
save you if it's your time. Won't save your friends and family if its 
theirs." 


With that, Dinua left the room, leaving a very confused Doran 
behind. Helpless, he glanced to the older healers in the room. "I 
don't get her, ever since I got to Gargon she's been all over the top 
with my training. Now that I've actually requested her help, she 
doesn't want to train me anymore?" 


Scout and Bardan exchanged another look. 


"And would you stop with that 'should we tell him' look," Doran 
groaned, letting his head fall back onto the pillow of his cot. 


"Three months ago, Dinua's mother was slain by the Vongese," 
Bardan said, his voice absent of its usual gruffness. "Dinua had 
taken ill just before the mission and hadn't accompanied her mother 
like usual. She blames herself for not being there to watch her 
mother's back." 


Doran closed his eyes, suddenly understanding the conflicting 
emotions he had sensed from Dinua when he had first met her. He 
couldn't imagine what he'd do if his mom died on one of their 
adventures, if she had died because he hadn't been there to cover 
her back. Then again, with the state Tracyn ended up in, he 
probably wouldn't have been able to do much anyways. 


His mind still driving itself in circles, another thought struck him. 
His eyes opened wide. Frantically, he began to throw off his covers 
again. "I...I shouldn't be here. The Vong know I'm a Jedi, they'll 
report back to their boss." 


"He isn't talking about the guy who owned this neat little weapon, is 
he?" a boisterous voice chuckled. 


A bald-headed olive-skinned man entered with several others who 
looked almost exactly like him. In fact, Doran had to rub his eyes to 
make sure he wasn't seeing triple. The man, muscular in build, was 
twirling what looked like a knife against his finger tips. A knife that 
looked to be almost living. 


"Su'cuy, kid," he smiled. "Don't worry about the Vongese, they never 
made it back to their commander. Tragic accident involving a 
bunch of grappling hooks, a malfunctioning missile, and several 
protocol droids." 


"Just great, Mereel, you broke him," another of the bald men shook 
his head in disproval. "Don't mind our brother, kaysh mirsh solus." 


"And they are members of Clan Skirata," Scout provided, shaking 
her head. "Didn't I tell you boys he wasn't ready for visitors yet?" 


"I think you might have mentioned something like that," the one 
called Mereel exaggerated a thoughtful expression. "But my lonely 
brain cell forgot." 


Scout just held her head and shook it slowly. "Doran, that dikut 
there is Mereel Skirata. Next to him are Atin and Fi, no doubt 
tagging along to keep Mereel out of trouble. Great job you two." 


"We try," Fi shrugged helplessly. 


"Kind of curious to see the ad Kom'rk's kid was talking about," Atin 
added. 


"So..." Doran's brain still tried to register everything. "You're 
triplets?" 


At that, the three men looked at each other and chuckled 
mirthfully. Mereel grinned. "Something like that. Sorry for barging 
in and everything. Just wanted to let you know that your mystical 
hand-waving abilities are still a secret...well...to anyone you 
haven't told already anyways." 


"How...?" 


"It could be that my beloved uncles decided to take up temporary 
jobs on that moon we were on," Jintar said, his irritation clear as he 
entered through another door. "Nice to see you're awake, Doran." 


"We were just watching your back Skirata'ika," Mereel drawled. 
"We were bored," Fi said at the same time. 
"Right, did you even tell dad?" 


The three looked at one and other almost guiltily. Atin held his 
hands out to his side, his face becoming serious. "Jintar, after what 
happened to your mom, did you really think we'd take the chance 
with your life too? It would kill your dad if anything happened to 
you." 


Jintar just let out a sigh and looked to Doran. "So once word got out 
that the Vongese were causing trouble with the Kyr'tsad, Uncle 
Mereel got bored welding I-beams and decided to turn his welder 
into a flamethrower. Then, of course, Uncle Fi and Atin had to tag 
along because Auntie Parja and Laseema would bop them over the 
head with a frying pan if they didn't back him in battle." 


"Nothing scarier than a pissed off Mando woman," Fi said 
mournfully. 


Throughout the exchange, Doran's head ping-ponged back and 
forth, his emotions taking another rollercoaster ride. Just what have 
I gotten myself into this time? 


He saw both Bardan and Scout grin and realized that maybe they 
weren't so ex-Jedi after all. 


"Bardan, right? Mind giving me another tranquilizer?" Doran 
deadpanned. "I think sleep might be good for me right now." 


"Sure," Bardan shrugged, reaching for another hypospray. 


"Sure he won't," Scout glared at the rugged older Jedi. With a jerk 
of her head, she gestured to Doran. "The ad's thirteen, Bardan. Turn 
him into a drug-addict when he's older." 


Jintar smiled weakly at Doran's bewildered expression. 
"Errr....welcome to the Kyrimorut, hope you like my family." 


FtF(V)FtF 


Wild, hectic, insane, unbelievable, they were some of the words 
Doran would use to describe his time with the Skiratas. 


All five waking hours of it...and counting. 


Boisterous, insane, wild, were some of the words he'd use to 
describe the Skiratas in general. 


And he had yet to meet the entire family either. 


As an only child to a more or less single-parent, Doran was not too 
familiar with the concept of 'brother,' 'sister,' 'aunt,' or ‘uncle’. Jedi, 
monk-like they were supposed to be, didn't really have any big 
family to speak of. So Atin and Laseema's eight adopted children, Fi 
and Parja's four, Ad'en's three, and all the other ‘honorary' Skirata 
running around had Doran slightly bewildered. Added to the 
pressure was the fact that Tracyn was still undergoing whatever 
operation that was required to save her life. He had done his best to 
preserve her life, but he knew that he hadn't been completely 
successful in neutralizing the acid that had eaten away at her face. 
Not one to pace back and forth in front of the medical door, he had 
opted to leave the Kyrimorut and take in several breaths of 
Mandalorian air. 


Crisp clean air considering the Kyrimorut was located in the middle 
of a vibrant forest. Birds chattered, animals called out, and the 
leaves on the branches swayed with the gentle breeze. If he 
concentrated he could even hear waves lapping up against some 
nearby cliffs. 


It was natural, peaceful, so very Jedi that he almost had to laugh at 
the idea. 


In his musings, he heard the sound of wood striking wood and 
decided to head in that direction to investigate. 


"Nar dralshy‘a! In battle, failure is death." 


"One more time ba'vodu," a female voice called out. "I know I can 
get it this time, I promise." 


"Nayc, we've done enough for today. If you want to be a Protector 
you also need to know your limits, combat is clearly not your 
specialty." 

"I'm sorry I let you down, ba'vodu." 


"I'm sure. Get back to the Kyrimorut and have your mother tend to 
those bruises." 


An olive-skinned teen came limping out of a clearing a few seconds 
later, and for a moment both she and Doran saw each other and 
blinked. 


"Errr...hi?" Su'cuy...whatever," Doran said faintly. 

"Su'cuy yourself," the dark-haired teen chuckled, she was holding an 
obviously broken arm against her chest. "I guess you heard enough 
huh?" 


"Training?" 


"With the best," she nodded. She held out her non-broken arm."The 
name's Etain, Etain Skirata." 


"Doran." Doran's eyes went to her broken arm again as he shook the 
offered hand. "He broke your arm?" 


"It was my fault," Etain shook her head. "I tried to block a bo-staff 
with my arm instead of my vibroblade. I go to Ordo because I know 
he'll push me to and over my limits. If I want to protect my clan 
then I need to be trained by the best." 

"He does that with everyone?" 


"No, just me really," Etain grimaced slightly. "It's because of my 


name. I was named after someone important to my family. Trying 
to fill her shoes isn't easy." 


"I heard something about you trying to be a Protector. Are you at 
the training camp at Gargon?" 


"No, I actually qualified as a Protector last year when the Vongese 
first got in touch with Mandalor. Well, barely qualified I should say, 
got through by two points. But with the war now starting up, I 
wanted to hone my skills. Now, if you'll excuse me, I need to go see 
Scout now, nice meeting you." 


Doran glanced back towards the clearing the teen had emerged 
from. Through the Force he could feel something not unlike a 
dangerous predator lurking in the shadows. With a small frown he 
pushed aside a few low-hanging branches and entered. 


There a large, olive-skinned man with a military-style haircut was 
busy stacking large logs in a pile. 


"Might as well come out, ad." He said without looking up. "Unless 
you like scurrying about in the shadows." 


Timidly, Doran did as bidden. For some reason this particular uncle 
of Jintar didn't seem nearly as friendly as Fi or Atin. 


"The name's Ordo Skirata." Still piling up large lengths of wood, the 
Mandalorian didn't turn around. "What's yours?" 


"Doran, sir. Doran Sarkin-Tainer." 

"Are you Mandalorian?" 

"No sir, a Jedi," Doran answered automatically. He immediately had 
a distinct feeling he had said something wrong when the lean, 
muscular man froze in place. 

"A Jedi now?" 

"Yes...is there problem?" 

"No, no problem," Ordo said without emotion, he turned towards 
Doran almost as if he were trying to control his every muscle. 


Though the man's voice had been neutral, there was no mistaking 
the dislike in his eyes. "What are you doing on Manda'yaim?" 


"Learning how to survive, I guess," Doran shrugged. "Kind of took a 
detour when the Vong and Death Watch made a mess of things." 


Ordo tossed a bo-staff towards Doran, which the younger man 
instinctively caught. "Learning to survive? Show me." 


"Not in the mood," Doran shook his head, rolling the staff on the 
ground back to Ordo. "Besides I don't need to prove myself to you." 


"Jedi pacifism?" 


"No, common sense," Doran replied. "Even without fighting I can 
tell you can kick my butt several times over. What's the point in 
fighting a battle already lost?" 


"Spoken like a Jedi," Ordo said, the sneer not completely hidden 
from his otherwise veil of indifference. "The point of fighting a 
battle is to learn from it. Yes, you'll lose, but it's how you lose that 
matters." 


"By denying you the fight, I'm also denying you the victory," Doran 
parroted one of his many instructors. 


"By denying me this fight you're denying yourself an opportunity to 
grow. How will you ever improve if you choose fights you know you 
can win? That's what I've never understood about you Jedi. You 
preach and talk, but when it comes time to action you're either the 
first to get killed or the last to arrive." 


Doran glanced at the staff resting at Ordo's feet, then looked back 
up to the emotionless, cold eyes of the former soldier before him. "I 
didn't come here to fight every single Mando who challenged me, 
sir." 


"Then why?" Ordo challenged. "You said you came to survive? How 
do you intend to survive? By running? By avoiding fights? What 
happens when you don't have the luxury to walk away? Who will 
die because they were so delusional as to believe your Jedi Code?" 


"And how many people are going to die because of the Mando way 
of doing things?" Doran challenged back, having had enough of the 
mind-boggling nature of Mandalorian logic. "At least we Jedi live 
for more than credits. While your family is all nice and cozy here, 
how many others are dying because your people are so happy and 
eager to betray the galaxy for money?" 


"YOUses 

"There you are! My cousin said you were out here," Jintar called 
out, jogging into the clearing and looping a controlling arm around 
the younger teen. "Thanks for entertaining him, ba'vodu! He's still 
recovering from injuries he took on Gargon's moon, so don't mind 
him." 

"Jintar, what...." 

"Shut up and let me help you keep your head on your shoulders," 
Jintar said through gritted teeth, steering him out of the clearing as 
if their lives depended on it. 

"He was annoying me!" 

"Yeah, he does that. Even Scout and Bardan stay clear of Ordo." 
"What..." 

"You know about the Clone Wars, right?" 

"What Jedi doesn't?" 

"Yeah, think about how it ends. Clones kill Jedi, Jedi kill clones." 
"Almost fifty years ago!" 

"Most of my uncles are the forgiving sort," Jintar elaborated. "Ordo 
isn't. Even after all these years, he still places the blame for most of 
the suffering his brothers went through on the Jedi. Doesn't help 
that a Jedi killed Uncle Darman's first love, who ironically enough 
was another Jedi." 

"What?!" 


"Long story. I'll introduce you to Kad later. He's over in Keldabe 
advancing Skirata-backed causes with the other clans." 


"So what does all this have to do with Ordo?" 


"Simply put, Ordo hates Jedi. You, my friend, are Jedi. Do I need to 
make it any clearer?" 


"Not really. And your other uncles?" 


"Are better at letting the past stay in the past," Jintar said with a 


shrug. "But Niner and Darman aren't as Jedi-friendly as the others. 
Just say ‘hi’ to them and then find a new place to be." 


"You Skirata really are insane you know." 


"Yeah, oh, that reminds me why I sought you out. Jedi Kina Ha is 
finally finished with Tracyn." 


"She's still alive?" 


"Of course she is, dikut," Jintar rolled his eyes. "There probably isn't 
an ailment Bardan, Scout, and Kina Ha can't fix. Well, outside of the 
person already being dead, but even then I wouldn't bet against 
them. The Kyrimorut has the best med-tech this side of the Core." 


"Okay, I have to ask," Doran said. "Why?" 
"Why?" 


"You're Mandos. The last I checked you Mandos carried rockets, 
darts, blasters, knives, but nothing science-y or medical-y. You guys 
kill, kill for money. Never heal." 


At that, Jintar patted Doran shoulder. "My family is different, dikut. 
When you have a family where an entire generation is a bunch of 
aging, genetically modified growth-accelerated clones, you 
definitely need med-tech. Especially since said clones weren't 
designed to grow to an old age. They were all meant to die on the 
battlefield after all. We're lucky our clan's Jedi stay on hand, even 
with the accelerated aging was fixed, my dad and uncles have all 
had varying problems." 


"Like?" Doran asked curiously. Though he wasn't a medical expert, 
it was hard to imagine strong men like Ordo having any obvious 
problems. 


"There's a reason why you don't see hundreds of former clone- 
soldiers running about. Unknown to everyone, the cloners who 
made them designed their organs, nervous system, circulatory 
system, and endocrine system to last a lifespan," Jintar said flatly. 
"The lifespan of the clones was only supposed to be a couple 
decades. When the aging issue was fixed, Grandpa Kal and the 
healers discovered the other problems really quickly. A bit too late 
for some of my dad's other brothers though. When word first got 
out that the Skirata clan could fix the accelerated aging, thanks to 
Auntie Vollen smuggling them to Manda'yaim, two-dozen former 


clone-soldiers outside of the family were the first to sign up. 
Unfortunately, after the procedure, when they started reaching their 
limit, their organs still shut down even though they all looked 
young and healthy. Sixteen were away from the Kyrimorut when it 
happened, they all died. From the way Bardan tells it, they just 
dropped dead where they stood. The others like uncles Sull and Dev 
who live at Bralor's farmstead nearby barely managed to get here in 
time. Another one of dad's brothers, Yover, had been in the capital 
at the time, and didn't make it back here either. The incident only 
made both uncles Ordo and Sull even angrier at Scout, Bardan, and 
Kina-Ha, Jedi in general, because they believed the Jedi should 
have used their infinite wisdom and foreseen this complication. 
Even though that infinite wisdom and mystical power kept them 
alive long enough for the docs to discover a fix. So we Mandos are 
good at killing, I won't deny that. But the good Mandos excel even 
better at keeping their clan whole, hale, and hearty. We do what's 
best for our clan." 


"Not the galaxy?" 


"The galaxy doesn't give a ronto's droppings about us. My family 
had to learn the hard way that the only ones looking out for them 
are Grandpa Kal and each other. The way Grandpa Kal says it, you 
can only do so much. You can either stretch yourself thin trying to 
fix every little thing, and thus not really fix anything at all, or put 
all your focus into caring for something closer to home. Dad says it's 
the same with the rest of the Mandos. We can try to fight the 
Vongese outright, but we'd die doing so since the rest of the galaxy 
clearly isn't ready to support us. So if the galaxy won't help us 
outright, why should we help it? Sure we might be taking credits, 
but those are credits that can later be used to hurt the Vongese when 
the galaxy is finally able to get off its sheb and do something about 
the Vongese." 


"And you Jedi overstretch yourself constantly." Ordo's voice came 
from behind the two teens, nearly giving both a heart attack. 


"Damn it ba'vodu!" Jintar grumbled. Glaring as his uncle walked by 
with several large branches over one shoulder and under the arm of 
his other. 


"Just telling the ad the mistake his forbearers keep making," Ordo 
said matter-of-factly. "The Jedi keep trying to save everyone, keep 
thinking about the big picture. Meanwhile everyone in the small 
picture goes forgotten and the Jedi get themselves and those who 
follow them killed off." 


"So what should we do then?" Doran asked, his opinion on the 
matter wavering as he listened to the arguments. 


"Stick to a planet, a single place. Why set out to make the entire 
galaxy better when there's so much suffering closer to home?" Ordo 
replied. "Not like your Jedi are doing anything right now even with 
the Vongese razing a half-dozen planets and sending the galaxy to 
dar'yaim. Protection, please, don't make me laugh. Your Jedi Order 
can barely protect itself, so how can it hope to protect a galaxy?" 


Ordo continued down his own path, leaving Doran blinking at the 
older man's wake. 


"Don't mind his words too much," Jintar said, attempting to take on 
a light tone. "He's always been...blunt...direct, something like that. 
Grandpa Kal says that he has no filter and couldn't care less about 
anyone outside the clan." 


"But he's right." 


Jintar slugged Doran 'gently' on the arm. "Hey, what did I just say 
about minding his words. If you Jedi were as inept as he'd make 
you out to be you wouldn't have survived the Imperial Remnant. 
Now come on, the Kyr'tsadika is probably awake right now and 
missing our ugly faces." 


FtF(VDIFtF 


Doran felt his stomach churn and his throat tighten as he placed his 
hand on the door to the med-bay. Tracyn had been injured because 
of him, had nearly died saving his life. A girl he had known all of 
five days. And the worst part was that he knew if he asked why, 
she'd just say that she was being a Mandalorian, watching his back. 
He released a slow breath and pushed the door open. 


In the corner of the room, on a simple cot, was his protector. Her 
one good eye was closed, the other half of her face wrapped up ina 
bandage. He stayed in the doorway for a few long minutes, his eyes 
wide. 

"She will make a full recovery," a tired voice said from his side. 


Doran's head jerked in the direction of the voice, then looked 
upwards at the head situated atop a long neck. 


"I am Kina Ha," the Kaminoan introduced kindly. 


"Doran," he said in reflex. "You sure she'll be okay?" 

"Yes, she will live," Kina Ha answered. "I do regret that I could not 
save her right eye. I was, however, successfully able to flash-clone 
her lungs and replace her original damaged organs." 

"Baby Wookie Number One, stop lurking over there," Tracyn said 
softly, her voice surprising Doran. It had a mechanical lilt to it and 
he had to look back at Kina. 


"Mechanical scaffolding for the tissue to regrow around," the 
Kaminoan explained. 


"You better not be looking guilty or feeling sorry for me," Tracyn 
said, her lone eye still closed. As if on coasters, Doran approached 
Tracyn's bedside. "It was my choice, dikut. And I'd make it again if I 
had to." 


"Thank you," Doran finally managed, taking the last few steps to her 
bed side. 


"Dikut," Tracyn repeated, her breath rough. "Said it was my choice, 
no need to thank me. Ni cuyi Mando'ad." 


"For some reason I knew you were going to say that." 


"Must have used your creepy Jedi powers. The healer said that you 
saved my life by using them back on the moon. 


"I did?" Doran emitted a hoarse laugh. "All I remember is panicking 
and begging you not to die." 


There was another silence, during which Doran reached out and 
gripped her hand. He almost thought she had gone back to sleep 
when she spoke again. 

"I'm not going back to Gargon," Tracyn murmured. 


"You're not?" 


Tracyn let out a raspy chuckle. "My lungs are toasted, my throat is 
half metal, and I've no depth perception." 


"But where..." 


"Remember, I have about a thousand adoring Kyr'tsad waiting to 


welcome me home. Several hundred thousand credits through 
activities I probably don't want to know about. They'll fix me up 
and make me into the leader they want me to be." 

"Thank you." 

"Already said you didn't have to..." 


"Not for saving me yesterday...but for being my friend. For making 
Gargon bearable." 


"Back at you," she squeezed his hand weakly. "Don't worry, I'm 
down but not out of the fight. I'll figure out some way to get my 
group to lay down arms. There's already too much killing in this 
galaxy as it is." 


Doran felt his eyes grow suspiciously wet and he wiped at it with 
his other hand. "Good luck with that." 


"Yeah. Jeban, you out there?" 


Doran was about to say that she wasn't, but Dinua answered for 
herself. "I am...Gedyc." 


Tracyn jerked her thumb at Doran. "Kaysh cuyi ner aliit, taylibac?" 
"You sure about that?" Dinua raised a fine eyebrow as she 
approached Tracyn's bed from the opposite side. "The dar'manda 
really isn't all that much." 


"Hukaatiikaysh kama," Tracyn stressed. "Please. I know I have no 
right to ask it of you but..." 


"Fine," Dinua cut her off, and then sighed and looked to Doran. 
"Dar'manda, can I trust you with my six?" 


"For those not fluent in the language of tough-soldier-ese, what in 
the world are you two talking about?" Doran sighed. 


Identical smirks crossed both Tracyn and Dinua's mouths for a 
fraction of a second. 


Doran groaned. "Really, you're not even going to give me a clue?" 


"K'atini," both Mando girls said in unison. 


"Her question still stands, Baby Wookie Number One," Tracyn said, 
though this time he could hear the fatigue in her voice. "Will you 
have her back when you get back to Gargon?" 


Doran looked over at Dinua's unreadable face, but he nodded. 
"Yeah." 


"There's your answer, Jeban," Tracyn murmured. "Now all of you go 
away and let me get my beauty sleep. Don't want my followers 
revolting against Boba Fett just because I look like death warmed 
over." 


Doran gave Tracyn's hand a goodbye squeeze. "Take care of yourself 
Tracyn." 


"You too....Doran," Tracyn murmured in turn 

"Was beginning to think you forgot my name," Doran joked. 

"Doran Sarkin Tainer, never," Tracyn said. "Now go, train with 
Jeban. Become a survivor. When the war is over, I want to run into 
you one day because the Force wants us to." 


"You're not angry at the Force anymore?" 


"Kept me alive, kept you alive, maybe it's trying to tell me 
something," Tracyn shrugged. "Goodbye." 


"For now." 

"For now." 

She shifted slightly, and Doran felt her drift off to sleep. "Thank 
you," he whispered one last time before stepping away from her 
bed. 


As quietly as he could he left the medbay. Dinua and Jintar were 
awaiting him out in the hallway. 


"Well," Doran breathed. "What's next?" 


"Dikut," Dinua deadpanned. "You survived your first week at 
Gargon. You still have the rest of the year to go." 


"Oya," Doran said sarcastically. "Can't wait." 


"That's the spirit," Jintar clapped his back hard enough that Doran 
staggered forward a few steps. 


"Hey, watch it Muscles!" Doran rolled his arms slightly to shake off 
the affectionate tap. "Not all of us are Mando-crazy." 


"You're just plain crazy," Dinua interjected. 


"But we don't choose our family...actually, in our case we do," 
Jintar laughed. "You sure about sticking around with us?" 


"Not really, but seems like a good idea at the moment." 


Dinua shook her head. "Voluntarily hanging around us Mandos. 
Come. For all those who can't. Let's go. Let's live." 


FtF(Story Arc End))FtF 


A\n: Story Arc End. Will add another arc if the muses strike me. 
Hope you've enjoyed Doran's first week! 


6. Gotalad Akaanir be'Haran 
Chapter Resol: Gotalad Akaanir be'Haran 
FtF Solus FtF 


Doran Sarkin-Tainer controlled his breathing as he lay prone on a 
mound of very uncomfortable gravel. He was sure the misshapen 
shards of rock were embedding themselves into his bare arms and 
any exposed skin, but he didn't dare move. There were worst things 
than tiny shards of irritating rocks all around. Covering him was a 
heat-insulating tarp, the same color as the dull gray rocks he was 
lying on, and in his hands was a rifle equipped with a thermal 
scope. 


Waiting in the below freezing weather of Gargon's scant night, 
Doran wasn't sure he'd turn into a Jedi-icicle before the night was 
through but he was getting pretty close to it. 


Just when he thought he'd fall asleep from the exhausting exercise 
he was taking part in, the signal he had been waiting for stirred him 
from his near frozen state. It was hard not to miss a chain of re- 
appropriated mining charges detonating all around him in a 
rumbling succession of ground-shaking blasts. The blast boomed out 
in the frigid night, throwing Rancor-sized handfuls of pebbles every 
which way. Several of the larger mounds of excavated rock were 
disturbed by the successive blasts and collapsed in an almost 
equally loud avalanche of sharp rock. Through his scope, Doran 
could see about a half-dozen individuals come running out from 
behind a taller mound of gravel, no doubt fearing that they'd be 
buried if their own mound gave out. The sight made Doran wonder 
for a bit, why had he agreed to the plan in the first place? 
Especially when it called for him to be at the epicenter of all the 
blasts on a mound of gravel no more stable than the ones around it. 


Quickly pushing those thoughts from his mind, Doran tracked the 
first figure with the sight of his rifle. Pausing only a second to 
inhale, he slowly released his breath and squeezed the trigger at the 
same time. The high-intensity Mandalorian stun beam—see 
Mandalorian lethal-charge set to its lowest possible levels—lanced 
out from Doran's blind and promptly picked off the leader of the 
scurrying six. The other five quickly dropped low, which might 
have worked had Doran's vantage point not made their actions look 
rather foolish. Now prone and less likely to dodge or run, the next 
two were easily sniped. The remaining three quickly brought their 


own weapons to bear and began firing at his hill-top. 


Like wraiths, two figures emerged from the gravel pile behind the 
trio. Three flashes of light later, and the last of the enemy group 
dropped to the ground nursing very bad burns. 


"Win to Team Orar." The voice of their Mandalorian trainer came 
over the comm-link strapped to Doran's belt, announcing the 
winning team. "Three of twelve remain standing. Team Kot, eliminated 
nine enemies, but the last three took all of you out." 


"Instructor Wren, I object. They did not win honorably. Explosives were 
not part of the gear we were permitted to bring to the match." 


"Kartia, you do know that you're complaining about their usage of 
explosives to a demolition's expert? It's true that they weren't allowed to 
bring any explosives into the fight. But they utilized their surroundings, 
and the fact that this entire continent is filled with abandoned mines and 
equipment, to their advantage. Use that thing that sits on top of your 
shoulders sometimes." 


"We could have used those giant magnetic cranes they use for 
collecting debris on you guys," Doran voiced. "You're wearing 
enough armor that it would have worked." 


"I'm curious, why didn't you?" Hera Wren asked. 


"The dikut wanted to," Dinua said. "But I wanted to leave Team Kot 
with at least some dignity so we voted on shooting them instead." 


"Can I point out how wrong that is," Doran interjected. 
"Nope," Jintar chuckled. 


Doran had to laugh along with his friends. Even then a small little 
voice in the back of his head protested. It had been four weeks since 
Tracyn left, and he hadn't heard a single thing from her. To make 
matters more confusing, practically all the Death Watch on the 
station appeared to pack up and leave shortly after her as well. 


So much for diplomatic inroads. 


Since his abortive passage to Mandalorian manhood, much had 
changed on base. The absence of so many potential Protectors with 
the departure of the Death Watch candidates made Goran Beviin 
shake up the training squads and reassign personnel en masse. 


Doran, Dinua, and Jintar had been transferred into a newly 
configured cohort run by the teenage Mandalorian, Hera Wren. 
Despite the fact that the rest of the squad had been training for 
several months prior to his arrival, apparently the unique skill-set 
he had gained by traveling with his mom had helped him 'skip a 
grade’. Though Dinua continued to give him pointers, his primary 
instructor was now Hera Wren—a Mandalorian with a proclivity for 
things that go 'boom'...and for spray paint. 


He wasn't sure if his advancement was a good thing, but he was 
definitely getting the ‘how to be a kick-ass soldier' crash course. As 
well as a lesson in Mandalorian politics...despite the fact that the 
Mandalorians prided themselves as being a group that didn't get 
bogged down in politics. 


"Good hunt. Jate Team Orar. Return to base, wash up, get some rest. 
You have tomorrow off. Team Kot, return to base, wash up, and get 
ready to wake up early. I've heard that your instructor has something 
planned for the lot of you." 


Doran wrapped the thermal covering around him to ward off the 
freezing weather and carefully made his way down the gravel 
mountain. Awaiting him at the bottom were Jintar and Dinua, both 
covered in the same gray dust that was prominent in the valley. 


"Nice going, Doran," Jintar greeted with a laugh. "We showed those 
puffed up dikute. Did you see the expression on their squad leader's 
face when we dropped down behind them?" 


nnovative idea, usin e equipment we found in the mine inua 
"T t dea, th t found in th " D 
said in turn. 


"Wow, that almost sounded like a compliment," Doran grinned. 


"It did, didn't it?" Jintar said, looking at the tall Mandalorian teen 
next to him. "Feeling alright, Jeban?" 


"I blame the late hour," Dinua explained. "And the fact that I've had 
to put up with both your shebse for the last three hours of this 
exercise. I always feel dumber if forced to work with the two of you 
for prolonged periods of time." 

"Of course," Doran and Jintar nodded sagely. 


Dinua rolled her eyes. 


"Just a question, are the rest of the Mandos normally that...bad?" 
Doran asked. "I mean, this is the first full squad exercise I've been 
on." 


Jintar cleared his throat. "We're normally not as easily beaten. But 
ever since the Kyr'tsadika left, the more...influential... Mandos are 
feeling their oats. Unfortunately their clan and parentage have little 
to do with common sense or strategy. You can bet Suvar and Cham 
are really going to light into their sorry shebs when we get back to 
base." 


A shuttle with Hera Wren coasted overhead, and Doran's instructor 
leaped off from what looked like a painfully high distance. She 
landed softly, without the aid of a jetpack, and straightened, 
smiling behind her helmet."Su'cuy ." 


"Instructor," Doran said politely. He did his best to clear his mind, 
but he could have sworn he felt...whatever he felt didn't matter in 
the next second as Hera pushed a finger into his chest repeatedly 
and then gestured to the others. 


Hera held up three fingers. "The good, the bad, and the 'don't do it 
again’. Good, you thought on your feet and helped your team win 
with that nice use of the mining charges. Bad, you didn't push for 
that plan when the team leader overrode you, and the rest of your 
team got wiped out. Never do it again, your squad leader gave you 
a command. Just because it was doomed to failure, we Mandos 
respect the chain of command for a reason." 


"Even if that command would have gotten me, Jintar, and Dinua 
taken out as well?" Doran asked. "And how is that different from 
undermining his plan by pushing for the one I had in mind?" 


"A smart soldier knows how to phrase a good idea without anyone 
losing face," Hera said. "The way you brought it up, it made your 
squad-leader look foolish in front of the others. No matter how 
good a plan, if the squad loses respect for the leader, then fiascoes 
like the one he led your team into happen. You don't have to like 
your commander, or even agree with him. But a battlefield is no 
place for an ego-battle. Tell me, Doran. If I was the one in charge, 
would you have brought up the plan the same way?" 


"I wouldn't have to," Doran shook his head. "Because you wouldn't 
have come up with the same idea he did." 


"Suck up," Hera chuckled, removing her helmet. Her blue eyes 


sparkled with amusement. "True, but let's say I had a bad day and 
did come up with the obvious plan to try and ambush the other 
team from high-ground. Pretend I'm not your instructor but the guy 
chosen to lead Jeban's cohort." 


Doran swallowed. "I would say 'your plan is a brilliant one’ but then 
ask if we need a Plan Besh?" 


"Nope," Hera shook her head. "Skirata, you're up. How would you 
have stated Doran's plan so that no one has egg on their face?" 


"Say something along the lines of, 'Lets ensure the poor bastards are 
taken out and have one or two of us use the explosives." 


"Better," Hera nodded. "You see, Doran. You can't separate things 
into ‘your plan,' 'my plan.' You're a Mando, your squad is your 
family. If there's a bad plan, it's your job to add onto it to make it a 
good one. If your leader is a dikut, then it's your job to manipulate 
his stupidity so that as many lives are preserved as possible. Jeban, 
what would you have said?" 


"Nothing," Dinua answered. "The squad respected him, his position 
and family name. I would have followed him, at the same time 
planning an 'out' for myself and as many of the squad as possible 
when things went downhill. Only then would I have brought up 
‘Plan Besh’." 


Hera looked to the three of them with raised eyebrows. "How is it 
that you three get along so well?" 


"I've been asking myself that since I got here," Doran grinned. 
"We're too stupid to know that we're incompatible." Jintar voiced. 


"I haven't figured out a way to ditch the both of them," Dinua said 
in conclusion. 


"The different thinking is good. It'll keep your group from becoming 
predictable," Hera smiled. "Okay, get back to base. You have 
tomorrow off, but if any of you want explosives training, you're 
welcome to seek me out." 


"Ma'am," the trio saluted their instructor, who gave a lazy salute in 
return and then leaped back up to the shuttle, the jetpack on her 
back flaring midway up. 


"Mmmm, whole day off," Doran groaned with relief. "I didn't think 
I'd ever feel so glad about having nothing to do." 


"K'atini," Dinua shook her head. 
"What are your plans, Jeban?" Jintar asked. 


"Going to visit a Toydarian," Dinua said. "He said he had something 
for me to pick up." 


"What about you, Jintar?" 


"I'm going to hit the spaceport," Jintar laughed. "With the Vongese 
starting to outlaw any tech over there, I'm going to use some of my 
family funds and buy a bunch of expensive electronics for cheap. 
You, Doran?" 


"Sleep, warm shower," Doran said dryly. "And hide from training- 
happy Mandos." 


"Have fun," Jintar chuckled. 


Doran laughed in turn, lightly shoving the bulkier Mando. "Hey, it's 
me. I have a day off with nothing planned. What can go wrong?" 


FtF Ta'd FtF 


"It was supposed to be my day off!" Doran yelped as a nearby 
explosion from a superheated plasma round hit a small boulder and 
peppered him and Dinua with pebbles. The flashing streaks of 
plasma through the chilling night air illuminated their frantic 
figures. He grabbed the Mandalorian teen with him and pulled them 
both to the ground as another round zipped by them. "Don't you 
Mandalorians understand that concept!" 


"K'atini," a bloodied Dinua replied, rolling onto her back with her 
purloined plasma rifle clutched to her chest. His shirt was overly 
big on her form, hiding the bruises and burns that covered her 
body. She glanced to her side to see Doran panting behind another 
mound of gravel. "We really need to get you a blaster of your own, 
di'kut." 


"Right, because I make it a habit of getting into gunfights on my 

day off," Doran shouted over the din. Another near-miss exploded 
nearby, sending a spray of tiny rocks flying. As he kept his hands 
protectively over his head, he briefly recalled how his week went 


from zero to a hundred kilometers a second... 


It had started out just like his previous few, very rare days off. He 
woke up with the sun a lot higher than normal, his exhausted body 
happy for the reprieve. Weeks of continuous training had seen him 
lose what was left of his baby-fat, and had him develop muscles he 
didn't knew he had. It had been tiring, insane, yet at the same time 
an amazing experience. His body, which had been somewhat 
between that of a young boy and young man before his Mando- 
training, now actually matched how he felt. Heck, he was even 
growing a faint stubble. Passage into manhood indeed. 


With his squad being one of the few to get the day off, Doran awoke 
to an empty bunk-room. He briefly debated sleeping in a few more 
hours, but his growling stomach decided that food was more 
important. After taking care of his morning business, Doran made 
his way to the mess hall. 


It was slow moments like this that Doran reflected on the crazy 
adventure his mom had sent him on. Here he was, thirteen years 
old, in the middle of a military training camp supervised by an alien 
race that wanted to kill all Jedi. It was in the mess hall that he had 
met his first real friend, who later dove in front of an acid spray for 
him and forever changed his outlook. 


He plopped down at an open seat with his tray of food. He was 
going to take his time for once, enjoy every bite and go back for 
seconds. Something that wasn't always possible when you knew you 
had a heavy work-out right after. Being the youngest human in the 
room meant that he normally tried to sit away from anyone who 
had the 'T kill people for a living and enjoy it,’ aura about them. 
Easier said than done in a room full of Mandalorian Protector 
wannabes. 


But as he ate, his thoughts became more melancholy. With Tracyn 
gone, and Jintar and Dinua doing their own thing, he was once 
again reminded how alone he actually was. How different he was 
from the others, Jedi-ness not withstanding. He glanced about the 
spacious room, a room slowly emptying as the others reported to 
their assigned locations. The growing quiet was slightly unnerving, 
even if Doran did take some solace in the peace it created. 


When his comlink chirped, Doran nearly leaped out of his skin. 
Silently chastising himself, he picked it up. 


"This is Doran." 


"I wondered who'd be the first on her comlink," a voice Doran didn't 
recognize scoffed. "To think it was you." 


"Oookay, who is this?" Doran said, putting his cup of milk down 
slowly. 


"It matters not. If she considers you her aliit, that is her problem." 
"What's going on?" Doran frowned. 
"Jeban jare'la," came the gruff voice. "And now she's paying for it." 


In the background, Doran suddenly heard a scream of pain followed 
by a series of curses. At that, his heart skipped a beat. That was 
definitely Dinua. "What...why..." 


"You are her aliit. If she is at all any value to you, you'll find her. 
Consider this our challenge. You have five days." 


"Wait! Wh..." There was a click that signaled that the other side had 
hung up, and Doran stared dumbly at his comm. Couldn't 
Mandalorians take vacations like normal people? 


Dinua's scream echoed in his mind, and he suddenly lost his 
appetite. Abandoning his tray of food, Doran shot to his feet and 
sprinted out of the room. As he ran, he tried to call Jintar, but the 
older Mando didn't pick up. 


"Just great, brilliant," Doran groaned, trying not to panic. He had 
already lost one friend and had no intention of losing another. After 
all, he wasn't exactly rolling in Mandalorian friends. He cursed the 
ridiculous size of the training facility, turning down one rusted 
walkway after another. 


Finally, he reached his destination, bursting through the door and 
causing it to bounce off the adjacent wall. His unit's instructor, Hera 
Wren, tilted her head at him curiously, a can of spray-paint in both 
hands and a half-colored sniper-rifle in front of her. 

"That eager for an explosives lesson?" 

Doran tried to catch his breath, waving his comlink in the air. 

Hera stood and placed a hand on his back. "Breathe, what's wrong?" 


"Dinua, she's being hurt. The guy on the comm said something 


about a challenge. I have five days to find her." 


Hera tilted her head slightly, blue eyes going from confused to 
alarmed in the span of a few seconds. She grabbed her own 
comlink. "Zerimar, Orade, meet me in Hangar E'tad." 


"You said we'd get the day off." 


"I lied, now get your butts down there!" Hera grabbed her multi- 
colored armored and began snapping pieces in place. "Sarkin- 
Tainer, you're coming with me." 


"Can you tell me what's going on?" Doran finally managed. 


"It's complicated..." Hera had her back to him. "And before you 
protest, catch your breath and gather your wits, you'll need it." 


"I didn't say anything." 


"Didn't have to, you were thinking about it loud enough," Hera said, 
pulling on her utility belt. "Words are such a waste anyways. To 
sum it up, Jeban's made a ton of enemies since arriving her. The 
fact that one of her dads is the base commander doesn't make things 
any better. From what's going on in your head, one of those 
enemies just came back to bite her in the rear." 


Doran's brain caught up with what she was saying. "Wait, you're 
a..." 


"Mandalorian of Clan Wren," Hera cut him off with a knowing wink 
before pulling her helmet on. "Just think of me as the awesome big 
sister you never had." 


"Okay," Doran breathed, sprinting down the corridor with his 
instructor. "Why don't you call yourself a Jedi?" 


"Never saw myself as one," Hera shrugged. "Besides, conforming to 
rules is so not the Clan Wren way. Neither my mom nor my dad had 
much use for rules anyways. It's why after the Rebel Alliance 
became all New Republic they continued being rogues. Why my big 
brothers still insist on being smugglers." 


"But you can use the Force." 


"You can use a hydrospanner, that doesn't make you a mechanic. 
You can make a mean omelet, doesn't make you a short-order cook. 


My parents always said that who we are is up to us and us alone, 
that we shouldn't let other people put labels on us. I choose to be 
Mandalorian. I choose to make things go boom with high explosives 
and not my mind. I also choose to go into battle with a little more 
protection than a few centimeters of cloth. Doesn't mean that I don't 
use the Force to give myself an edge, but to me, that doesn't make 
me a Jedi." 


"Then if you know what the guy said, what is this challenge he 
mentioned?" 


"In Basic, Fight of Annihilation," Hera said succinctly. "Mando way 
of settling things. His aliit against yours." 


"It involves someone dying, doesn't it?" 
"How did you know?" 


"It's a Mandalorian custom," Doran said dryly. "They either involve 
showing how macho you are, or killing. I learned that much in my 
month here." 


"Well, you summed it up. If you find the trail they left behind, 
survive the traps too, you face them one-on-one for all the credits. 
You lose, you get your name stricken and no one is allowed to say 
it, your legacy goes poof. Win, and the other guy bites the dust. Oh, 
and you'll probably be able to save Jeban too." 


"Probably?" 


"Depending on how much honor they have," Hera said quickly. 
"Don't worry, I'm sure you'll find her alive." 


They reached the hangar, and Doran saw two other members of his 
training unit, the ones Hera had called out. 


"What's the emergency, alor'ad?" the blond-haired Ghes Orade said. 
He was about the same age as Jintar, maybe a few years older, and 
was the squad's go-to person for science and slicing problems 


"Jeban's finally poked the Mythosaur one time too many," Hera said 
grimly. "Sarkin-Tainer was designated her aliit in Akaanir be'Haran." 


The other present, Ram Zerimar, held up his sniper-rifle. Being the 
oldest of the group at his mid-twenties, he didn't appear to mind 
taking orders from the younger Hera at all. "Will we be needing this 


then?" 
"Maybe," Hera said. "Doran, you have a weapon?’ 


Doran blinked. He didn't think a lightsaber would count. "Errr...not 
a personal one, no." 


"Oh," Hera reached into her suit of armor and pulled out a small 
weapon and a pouch. "Here, use this then. Here's some ammo." 


"A slingshot?" 


"What? You want an expensive blaster? I take credits or precious 
gemstones. Det-packs too." 


"A slingshot is fine." 


Hera nodded. "Did Jeban tell you where she was headed to today? 
If we want to find her, we have to retrace her footsteps." 


"Visiting that Toydarian mercenary, Quito I think his name was." 
"The one in the badlands?" Ram asked. 


"Is there more than one Toydarian mercenary with washed-out 
Mandalorian bodyguards on this planet?" 


"Two or three of them, yes," Ghes laughed. "Mandalorians attract all 
sorts of merchants, and Toydarians tend to be very opportunistic." 


Hera started up the speeder. "Well boys, get in. We have an arm's 
dealer to visit." 


FtF Ehn FtF 


"I think they're packing up," Ram commented, looking through the 
scope of his rifle. "And fast." 


"That's the problem with people like Quito," Hera shook her head in 
disdain. "Gives smugglers a bad name." 


"He must be involved somehow," Doran gritted out. 


Hera slowed the speeder. "Ram, scan the perimeter. No telling how 
many enemies Jeban's stirred up." 


Ram nodded and jumped out and hurried off behind a mound of 


gravel. 
"What's the plan?" Doran asked. 


"You have a rapport with the winged idiot. See if he likes you 
enough to tell you anything." 


"If he wants credits?" 


"Wing it," Hera said coldly. "No one aids in the kidnapping of my 
subordinates and gets to walk." 


Hera pulled the speeder up in front of the entrance to Quito's base 
in a cloud of dust and spray of gravel, effectively blocking the main 
way out. 

The Toydarian, who was busy lecturing his own people on how to 
pack some valuable equipment, looked up at the sound. He spotted 
Doran. 

"Oh, hi there. You're Jeban's protégé right?" 

"Quito, where is she?" Doran said evenly. 


"Jeban?" Quito shrugged. "She came by earlier this morning, picked 
up a package she had mailed, then left. Why?" 


"Hey Toydarian?" Hera called out, glancing over several large 
crates. "These stuff expensive?" 


"Very," Quito said, puzzled. "Why?" 
"Do you think three or four will do it?" 
"Three or four what?" 


"Thermal detonators," Hera clarified, rolling one such device of 
destruction across her fingers. 


Quito's confused face turned into a scowl. "Hey, you're not going to 
threaten me in my base." 


A flurry of plasma shots created a neat, glowing line in front of the 
Toydarian, causing him to swallow fearfully. 


"You were saying?" Rhes asked, his twin blasters still smoking. 


"I mean, really," Doran nodded. "If you sold a Mandalorian out, 
what did you think would happen?" 


"I didn't sell anyone out!" Quito flapped wildly. "I swear." 
"You're lying," Hera and Doran said at the same time. 


"Okay, fine, maybe I accepted some credits, but it wasn't selling her 
out or anything." 


"Credits for what?" 

"All I had to do was fire a flare when Jeban left, that's it." 
"How much were you paid?" Doran glared. 

"Why do you want to know?" 

"Hera, go blow up his stuff." 


"Wait! Wait! I was paid a million credits! All to fire a flare, can you 
believe that?" 


"Is that what's inside these crates?" Rhes tapped the large crates. 
The Toydarian looked away. "Maybe." 

"Which way did Dinua leave?" Doran asked. 

"Back towards your training base," Quito said. 


"Thanks," Hera nodded. "Okay guys, let's go. By the way, Quito, if 
you know what's good for you...run." 


She waved the detonator in the air. The Toydarian and his 
henchmen blinked in alarm and promptly began scattering to the 
four winds. She gestured and the group left the entrance of Quito's 
base. Doran looked to the older Mandos and followed them back to 
the speeder. Ram joined him, shaking his head in indication that 
there had been zero contacts. 


As they pulled away from Quito's base of operations, Doran 
frowned. "We're just going to leave Quito like that?" 


"Hmmm?" Hera turned towards Doran, detonator in her hand. 
"What were you saying?" 


A large fireball appeared in the sky behind them. 


"Never mind, forgot Mandos were crazy," Doran muttered. "So what 
now?" 


"Well, unless the ones that have her have a stealth ship, Jeban's still 
on the planet," Hera said over the hum of the speeder's engines. 
"And since they were in comm-range of you, they're also still near 
the training facility." 


"That's still a search radius of several dozen square kilometers," 
Rhes said aloud. 


Doran frowned. "What if they do have a stealth ship?" 

"Then they'd be utterly stupid to stick around in comm-range," Hera 
replied. "Did Jeban say she was going anywhere else after the 
Toydarian?" 

"Not to me." 

"Then we'll assume she was heading back to the training facility for 
a light snack. Given the terrain around the facility, I can think of 
several places washed-out Mandos might gather. Of course, one of 
them is smack dab in the Vongese encampment. " 

"The guy on the comm didn't sound like the very patient sort." 

"Of course, most of the guys Jeban ticked off weren't very patient," 
Ram chuckled wryly. "You either tolerated her or wanted her dead. 
You're actually the first guy outside her clan to actually try and be 
friends with her." 

"And survive," Ghes added. 

"And survive," Ram confirmed. 


"What I mean is, are they really going to let us go poking around at 
all the possible areas?" 


"Relax, ad," Ram pointed to a pile of gravel. "We're on the right 
path." 


Doran followed the older Mandalorian's gesture and saw a small 
flag sticking out of the gravel pile. 


"What is that?" 


"Some Mandos call Akaanir be'Haran the 'Game' of Annihilation," 
Hera sighed, slowing the speeder. "That is a clue left by whoever 
took Jeban to let you know you're getting warmer." 


"Why would anyone kidnap someone and then leave clues how to 
get that person back?" Doran asked, slightly incredulous. 


"It's meant to be the ultimate destruction of someone. Given you're 
probably Jeban's only friend outside of Skirata, they probably want 
to hurt her more by killing you in such a dramatic fashion." 


"So....trap?"” Doran dismounted. 


"Most likely," Hera said, turning her gaze to the nearby mountains 
of gravel around them. "But it will also hold the clue to where to go 
next. Can't avoid it." 


"Great," Doran approached the flag, the cold winds of Gargon 
causing it to flap wildly. Just as he was within reaching distance, 
his next step caused the ground to click and whine beneath his feet. 


"Don't move!" Hera yelled, head whipping about at the noise. 
Doran froze in place, his heart hammering in his chest. "What..." 
"LX4S Proton Mine," Hera said, exiting the speeder. "Anti-vehicle 
mine. Jeban's enemies most have modified it so it wouldn't go off 
right away." 

Doran did his best to mimic a statue. The flag in the gravel in front 
of him continued to flap wildly, as if teasing him. "You can disarm 
it, right?" 

"Only way to disarm it is to blow it," Hera said grimly. "Ram, Ghes, 
I want you to go back to base, bring me the giant bag I have lying 
in the squadroom." 


"The one you said we couldn't touch or you'd replace our mattresses 
with detonite?" Ghes asked. 


"Yeah, that one. I'll forgive you this once." 


The two other Mandalorians nodded, piled into their speeder, and 
took off. 


"You," Hera pointed to Doran. "Just stand there, try to not shift your 
weight either. If the trigger mechanism was replaced, any change 
might set it off." 


Doran exhaled slowly, nodding. "Kay. You have a plan, though, 
right?" 


Hera scanned the area, then turned back to Doran. "You're just 
going to have to trust me." 


Doran swallowed, trying to go through some of the mental exercises 
his mom had taught him. However, doing it in the safety of his 
quarters on the Kell Dragon was a lot different than doing it while 
standing on a mine poised to blow him into tiny wanna-be-Mando 
bits. 


"Hey, focus on me," Hera said coolly, carefully stepping forward. 
She took off her helmet and tried to catch his attention. "On me." 


Doran's eyes snapped upwards, the near-panic and anxiety clear in 
his brown eyes. Hera, however, just smiled, blue eyes shining, and 
shook her head. "You really think I'm going to let you just go 
boom?" 

"I hope not." 

"In the mood for a story?" Hera asked, sitting down cross-legged. 
"Don't have much of a choice," Doran said with a weak smile. 


"T'll try to make my childhood interesting," Hera chuckled back. 
"You heard me mention I had two older brothers, right?" 


"Yeah." 
"Aran Kanan Wren was first," Hera said. "We call him Little K." 


"I don't remember hearing about any Wren Mandalorian Jedi in my 
studies." 


Hera chuckled. "Dad kind of got infamous with the Imperials, 
wanted us to have mom's last name. It made it harder for anti-Jedi 
factions to track us down. If we were Bridgers, we'd be branded as 
Jedi instantly, but as a Wren, me and my brothers were free to 
choose who we wanted to be." 


Doran exhaled slowly. It helped that her relaxed attitude towards 
things made it easier to relax in turn. "Okay, what about Kanan? Is 
that Mando for something?" 


"My dad's master," Hera's expression flickered slightly. "Gave up a 
lot for my dad. Anyways, Little K was born about nine months after 
the second Death Star went boom. I guess mom and dad figured 
that if the Rebels could destroy two planet-destroying weapons with 
second-hand ships, victory wasn't that far off. Little Zeb was born a 
year later, then me after two more years. I definitely had a fun, 
crazy childhood." 


"What made you decide to be a Mando?" 


"Someone has to carry on the Clan Wren traditions," Hera laughed. 
"My brothers have more fun running blockades and ferrying the 
downtrodden to new digs. Me, I take after my mom. So what's 
family like with you?" 


"Mom and a dad. Though dad's not really in the picture," Doran 
answered, almost making the mistake of sitting down. "He's a New 
Republic black-ops guy, I rarely see him. Mostly it's just me and 
mom traveling the galaxy, finding all sorts of old Jedi stuff." 


"I guess everyone needs you scholarly types every once and a 
while." 


"Oh, don't get me wrong, we get into our fair share of life-or-death 
scrapes," Doran said quickly. 


"Nothing wrong with boring artifact hunting." 


"No, really. Several years ago mom and I were stopping this 
smuggling ring on Velabri. It got heated, shots were fired. I killed 
my first person then." 


At that, Hera's eyebrows shot up. "Several years ago? You couldn't 
have been more than what? Ten, eleven?" 


"I was nine," Doran said softly. 


Hera was silent for a long moment. "I myself haven't had the 
misfortune to actually kill someone. Never had to with my big 
brothers and crazy family protecting me. I guess it's part of why I 
wanted to stick it out on my own. I wanted to fight my own battles, 
handle the consequences of my actions. So, in some ways, I guess 


you do have more experience than me. Seen the not-too-nice side 
this galaxy can offer." 


"A Mandalorian who hasn't killed anyone?" Doran blinked. 


"We exist, you know," Hera laughed softly. "I just think...there's so 
much death in this galaxy already, why ugly the canvass even more 
by adding more death? I like my compositions bright and cheery. If 
you don't like me, fine, leave me be and I'll leave you alone too. The 
galaxy is definitely big enough." 


"But you run around with explosives, with blasters, with things 
designed to kill people." Doran frowned. He shivered again as his 
immobile situation chilled him. 


Hera reached into one of her pouches and pulled out a small 
satchel. "Also run around with paintbombs, spray-cans, and a brush. 
Don't get me wrong, you threaten me or my own, and you'll find 
yourself on the other side of my blaster. Hurt them, I return the 
favor. But I'm all for finding a solution that doesn't involve a 
permanent dead wherever possible." 


There was a crunch of boots on gravel, and both Doran and Hera 
looked up at the sound. A single Mandalorian, wearing a set of full- 
body durasteel armor, was approaching, blaster out. 


"Case in point," Hera said evenly. "Su'cuy. Can we help you?" 
"This is Akaanir be'Haran. You're not allowed to intervene." 


"I'm not," Hera shook her head. "I'm just sitting here, talking with 
him." 


"Then you won't mind when I put him out of his misery?" the arrival 
asked, the sound of his blaster charging filling the air. 


"Actually, I do mind," Hera said. "You see, he's one of my pupils. 
You kill him, my Mando-honor gets dinged, and then I'll have to 
declare war on your clan, and more people die, they'll declare war 
on my aliit, and so on and so forth. You really want a fully-trained 
Mando on your case?" 


The man glared. "He accepted the challenge. It is within my right to 
best him. You are not of his aliit so you cannot intervene." 


Doran blinked slowly, the message his friends had been drilling into 


him since day one finally clicking. "Actually, Instructor Wren is 
family, like the cool big sister I never had. So she is a part of my 
aliit and whatever it is that's included in that." 


Faster than the Mando-interloper could register, Hera was suddenly 
at his side. She slapped something onto his blaster, which promptly 
shrouded it in a blue crackle of electricity. He swung at her, but she 
ducked under the blaster and slapped another device onto his chest. 
Immediately, both of his armored hands snapped back in a crossed 
position over his chest. He tried to free himself, but couldn't seem 
to pull his arms off his chest. Hera finished it by placing another 
device on the inside thigh of one of his legs. Immediately, both his 
legs snapped together, and the heavily-armored man fell over. 


"Magnetism is so attractive, isn't it?" Hera grinned impishly. 
Doran groaned. 


"Sorry, dad's sense of humor at work," Hera said apologetically to 
Doran. 


"What did you do to him?" 

"Just attached an ion charge to his blaster, and two very strong 
electro-magnets to Mr. Thirty-kilo-Armor-Plating here. He must 
have liked it, he fell for me." 

"Please, stop," Doran sighed. 

"What's wrong, little brother? Oh, I always wanted to say that! You 
have no idea how bad it is to be the youngest and only sister 
sometimes!" 

At that time, the speeder with Ram and Ghes returned. Both 
Mandos piled out, looking at the struggling Mando on the ground 
with raised eyebrows. 

"Did we miss the fun?" Ram asked. 


"The guy's family is probably peeved," Ghes said, kneeling down 
next to the guy. "Holo-cam in the guy's helmet." 


"Make sure to smile," Doran quipped. "In the mean time, still 
standing on a mine here." 


Hera rummaged through the sack the other two had brought. "Don't 


worry, I've got just the thing." 
"Great." 
A beeping sound started. 


"Great," Doran said again, with a very different inflection. "Please 
tell me the beeping noise isn't coming from the mine." 


"Okay, I won't," Hera said with false cheer. She pulled out what 
looked like a small metal hose attached to a small canister of 
something. "Stay put, otherwise you'll get us both blown up." 
The beeping sound increased in frequency. 


"They probably have a remote detonator or timer on the thing," 
Ram said unhelpfully. 


"Yeah, I kind of figured that out," Doran said with a sarcastic smile. 
Hera jabbed the hose into the ground and depressed a button. 
Immediately, the ground, and Doran's boots, froze over. "Help him 
out of his shoes. The temperature doesn't stay at near-zero for long!" 


Both Ram and Ghes took hold of either side of Doran and proceeded 
to hoist him out of the frozen-over boots. 


"Now what?" Doran panted. 

"Get in the speeder and we run like heck." Hera yanked the 
fluttering flag out of the pile. "Ram, Ghes, get our magnetically 
challenged friend into the speeder too." 

The Mandos hastily piled in, and Hera gunned the engines. It had 
only just rounded the next row of gravel when a massive fireball 
shot up into the air and shook the surroundings. 

"That was the mine!" Doran gaped. 

"Yeah." 

"Isn't that a little overkill!?" 


"Maybe a little," Ghes admitted. "It's meant to take out tanks after 
all." 


Doran groaned, letting his head fall forward onto the dashboard. 


"Crazy Mandalorians." 
FtF Cuir FtF 


Meeting the commander of the Mandalorian training camp was 
probably what most kids felt like when they were summoned to the 
principal's office, Doran surmised. Having never gone to a normal 
school, it was the closest comparison he could make. He also had 
the added fact that Dinua was the daughter of said commander, and 
the intimidation factor was a little more than ‘up there’. 


"So you were issued the challenge?" Goran Beviin said, staring out 
the viewport. Though it was fairly late in the hour, the sun outside 
was still shining brightly thanks to Gargon's eccentric rotation. 


"Yes." Doran answered. 
"Then I will hear no more of this," Goran said surprisingly. 
"What!" Doran shot out of his chair. "Sir, Dinua's...." 


"My adoptive daughter, yes," Goran turned to regard the young Jedi 
with an unreadable expression. "Who has chosen you as her dliit. 
Per the rules of the game, only her aliit may fight on her behalf. 
And before you try, do not attempt to make me part of your aliit 
like you did with the young Wren. You do not want to get involved 
with my enemies as well as your own." 


"But..." 


"No more," Goran shook his head. "You must understand that as 
commander of this base, I cannot abandon Mandalorian tradition 
when it suits me. If Dinua designated you, then she must have seen 
something in you that I do not. You will either return my daughter 
to me alive, or you will die trying." 


With a mother who'd search entire planets if he was ever 
kidnapped, Doran could scarcely fathom the man's demeanor. At 
the same time, the last thing he wanted to do was get on Goran's 
bad side. "Then I should leave, sir." 


"Yes, you have much to do," Goran said evenly. "Prove that my 
daughter's faith in you was not misplaced." 


"T'll do my best, sir." 


"You do or you don't," Goran replied without emotion. "Trying is 
just an excuse for those who can't." 


Doran almost had to laugh as his mind superimposed the image of a 
tiny green Jedi over the tough Mandalorian standing in front of 
him. His self-preservation instincts kicked in at the last nanosecond 
and he managed to keep himself from smiling. "Yes, sir." 


Despite that moment of hilarity, Doran was still in disbelief at the 
Mandalorian commander's stance. How could Goran expect a 
thirteen year-old wannabe Mandalorian to save Dinua from 
hardcore bad guys? Still shaking his head as he left the man's office, 
Doran decided to check in on Hera and the others. 


En route, he bumped into a bewildered Jintar. "Doran!" 


"Jintar!" Doran waved his comm in the air. "Why weren't you 
int y y' 
picking up?" 


"Vongese control the spaceport now, I left mine back in my quarters 
just in case they were confiscating tech," Jintar shook his head. 
"What's with the dozen-plus attempts to get through?" 


Doran let out a sigh and once again explained his situation. Jintar's 
face tightened. "Let me call my uncles, they can help out." 


Ordinarily, he'd leap at the chance, but Doran had a feeling that 
Jintar's family would only make the situation a lot worse. "The 
challenge is to my family, right? Not yours. If the guys who have 
Dinua see Skiratas crawling all over the place they might kill her or 
something." 


Jintar made a face. "Yeah, you're probably right. Haar'chak! Where 
are you so far, then?" 


"Come with me. I kinda made Instructor Wren my family a few 
hours ago...long story." 


"Talk on the way," Jintar gestured. "And as far as impromptu 
families go, Clan Wren isn't all that bad...or good. Hardly anyone 
knows anything about them except that they were wiped out when 
the Empire came to power. They have zero status in the Mando- 
rankings, zero reputation either way. In fact, until Instructor Wren 
showed up, it was thought that the entire clan was extinct." 


"Oh," Doran blinked. Keeping his thoughts to himself, he assumed 


that having a Jedi dad in Palpatine/Jedi-hating-Warlord times was 
probably a good reason to stay on the down-low. 


Jintar followed Doran into their squad's briefing room. Tied to a 
chair, a bloodied, hulking Mandalorian was glaring at Ghes, Ram, 
and a bored-looking Hera. 


"Su'cuy, Skirata," Hera gestured with a friendly wave. 


The tied up Mando glowered at Doran. "You're dead, boy! Beyond 
dead! When my clan gets their hands on..." 


Ram introduced the man to the backside of his sniper-rifle, and the 
man slumped. "Sorry about that, if you let him go on, he gets really 
repetitive." 


"He mentioned a clan?" Jintar said. 


The trio of older Mandalorian's looked grim. Ghes shook his head. 
"Clan Rook." 


"Errr..." Doran blinked. "Does that clan have some sort of back- 
story?" 


"Something like that," Jintar muttered. "Those bastards have 
Dinua?" 


"Unfortunately," Hera nodded. She then explained a bit to Doran. 
"Clan Rook started off as an unofficial Mando clan full of murderers 
and thieves a very long time ago. And they haven't ever lost that 
stigma of being a 'false' clan, despite the fact that there's been a 
Rook on Mandalore for thousands of years now. They carry that big 
chip on their shoulder too. Will kill you if you suggest they're not 
'real' Mandalorians. In most Mandalorian gatherings, Clan Rook 
would be that uncle you never want to talk with, the friend you 
always have to count your fingers after shaking their hand." 


"Wait a minute," Ram spoke up, as if suddenly remembering 
something. "Wasn't one of Jeban's first students a son of the current 
clan leader? Overd Rook?" 


"Skirata, you'd know better than me. I wasn't her instructor for the 
first couple of months she was here." 


Jintar turned his attention to Hera, trying to recall Dinua's first 
student. "That's kind of hard to say. I didn't really interact with her 


when she first got here. Kept an eye out because my uncles told me 
to, but she was a loner for the most part. In fact, it wasn't until 
Sarkin-Tainer here arrived that I started hanging out with her more. 
But the name does ring a bell. Think he was almost ten years older 
than her, red left eye and blue right?" 


"That's him," Ram nodded. "I thought he was pretty good too." 


Doran's head was turning back and forth between speakers. "What 
happened?" 


"Jeban washed him out before the first week was over," Ram 
chuckled, shaking his head. "Did it in a pretty dramatic fashion too. 
Called out his manhood and tricked him into a fight in the battle- 
circle. She wiped the floor with him and then told him to pack his 
bags and come back when he was a real Mandalorian and not a 
pretender." 


"I remember that," Jintar nodded, the events coming back to him. 
"Honestly, I think her dad did her a disservice trying to pair her up 
so soon." 


"Tried to get her mind off her mother's death," Ram shrugged. "I 
think that worked in part." 


"But it sounds like Overd is back and wants revenge," Doran said. 


"No plan is perfect," Ghes said grimly. "I doubt anyone could predict 
that Jeban would go off on Overd like she did." 


"Now that we know who's behind this, is there anything else we can 
do?" Doran asked. 


"The clue you picked up," Hera gestured to the flag laid out on the 
durasteel table. "It's the symbol for a company that helped make 
one of the Death Stars." 


"Death Stars..." Doran trailed off, moving to the window and gazing 
up at the sky. "Does that mean we're going to Gargon's moon?" 


"It's where the clue sends us," Hera confirmed. "Well, you, me, and 
Skirata." 


Doran glanced to Ram and Ghes. Both older Mandos smiled slightly 
and shook their head. 


Ram Zerimar held out his hands. "As flattered as Iam about you 
wanting me to be in your aliit, it can't happen. I have my own clan 
obligations to worry about. Besides, I'm better with more....delicate 
jobs." 


"And I can't involve my adoptive clan in a fight of honor where my 
clan has nothing to do with it," Ghes Orade said apologetically. 
"Repaying my father by getting us tied up in another clan's 
retaliatory acts doesn't really look good." 


Doran nodded slowly, then looked to Hera. "Errr...you're not 
worried about getting tied up in 'other' clan business?" 


Hera very calmly walked up to him and rapped him on the forehead 
with her midnight-blue gauntleted hand. "Big sister you never had 
is telling you to shut up. You need all the help you can get." 


"Okaaay," Doran said suspiciously. 


"It helps that I'm officially the only activate Clan Wren Mando," 
Hera added. "Ever since mom decided to go into the arts for good, 
the only thing she uses her blasters for are holding her paint pallets. 
Besides, I told you before, right? Clan Wren is far from traditional." 


"Okay, thanks." 


"Don't get us wrong," Ghes said quickly. "We'll be on hand to help 
out with advice or even backup when you finally locate the Rook 
base. But when it comes to the Game of Annihilation, the rules are 
pretty strict. The last thing we want is to jeopardize Jeban's life. Or 
worse, get our own clan-members in jeopardy with the rest of Rook. 
I don't think Commander Beviin would appreciate it if a free-for-all 
fight between multiple Mando-clans broke out on his watch." 


"And if Rook wants to prove that they are true Mandos, they'll want 
to do things by the book," Ram added. 


"Only Mandalorians can turn kidnap, torture, and rescue into a 
game," Doran shook his head in disbelief. 


"There's a reason the population of Mandalore is around ten million, 
even when we let people from all over the galaxy join up," Jintar 
chuckled ruefully. "If we aren't killing other people, we're killing 
each other. Between the True Mandalorians, New Mandalorians, 
and Kyr'tsad, it's amazing that Mandalore is still in one piece." 


"No kidding," Doran replied. "So, you me, and Instructor Wren 
against a very upset Mando holding our friend hostage?" 


Jintar's smile didn't reach his eyes this time. "You almost have to 
feel sorry for them." 


"We find who has my student and ..." Hera rolled a thermal 
detonator across the back of her hand. "Boom." 


FtF Rayshe'a FtF 


Going to Gargon's moon, however, wasn't so cut and dry. The 
Yuuzhan Vong now controlled Gargon's spaceport and airspace, and 
any ship leaving needed the approval of the sub-altern in charge. 
Getting that, when you were a lowly training squad was next to 
impossible, and Goran Beviin's intervention would have been 
against some sort of 'rule' in the 'game' Doran was participating in. 


So the trio did the next best thing. 


"I can't believe we're smuggling ourselves," Doran said, shaking his 
head. 


"Not smuggling," Hera corrected. "Just using an unconventional 
means of unregistered transportation." 


"Smuggling," Jintar said. 

"My brother would take offense at that 's' word," Hera gestured 
towards the cockpit. "He didn't have to stop whatever goody-two- 
shoes aid mission he was on to swing by here you know." 


"Your big brother can hear you, you know," Aran "Little K" Wren 
called back. 


"Get a bigger ship then," Hera retorted. "Now shush, I'm speaking to 
my trainees." 


"Hey, I'm the guy going out of his way because you lost one of those 
trainees." 


"Well I couldn't call Zeb, he's the most Jedi out of all of us," Hera 
said. "And I don't exactly have a ship of my own yet. And speaking 
of ships, this one definitely needs brightening up." 


"Leave my ship alone," Aran said wryly. "I saw what you did to Zeb's 


ship." 
"What, it needed a new coat of paint and some friendly designs." 
Doran saw Jintar smiling at the banter. "Jintar?" 


"Just reminds me of some of my cousins back at the Kyrimorut," 
Jintar chuckled. 


"Family's great, isn't it?" Hera beamed. "Always have a big brother 
around you can use as a taxi-service." 


"Taxi drivers get paid," Aran called back. 


"Tl give you some of my latest art-work to sell to some gullible rich- 
guy," Hera said brightly. 


"I wouldn't know," Doran chuckled along with Jintar. "Being an only 
child of two orphans kind of makes family reunions difficult. Mom's 
family was all killed off by the Imperials on Toprawa, dad's were all 
killed fighting the Imperials, and they've never really settled down 
enough to have a stable family." 


"Well, now that you're a part of our aliit, things should get a bit 
more lively," Jintar said, giving Doran a hearty slap on the back. 


"Okay, chatter down guys, Vong picketship is ordering me to heave- 
to for inspection." Aran interrupted them. "Glorious Yuuzhan Vong 
warship, this is the freighter Revenant, I hear your instructions and 
obey." 

"Now lets see if these compartments are as good as you advertise," 
Hera lowered herself into the floor panel, followed by her two 
trainees, then closed the panel above them. 


The trio waited patiently, hearing the airlock cycle as well as the 
intimidating stomping of a squad of Yuuzhan Vong. 


"You are the only crew member?" A heavily accented voice said 
evenly. 


"Yes, your high and mighty-ness," Aran said deferentially. How he 
managed to sound both sarcastic and submissive at the same time 
eluded Doran. 


"Your cargo manifests?" 


"Simply food-goods and bedding." The footsteps passed over the 
floor panel. "I know the laws, great one. The last thing I will do is 
insult your people by bringing more technology into this system." 
"That remains to be seen. Open those crates." 

Some shifting above. "See, only food-goods." 

More shifting. "Argh! This isn't food, it's poison!" 

"No, great one!" Kanan said frantically. "It's an instant-meal 
designed for the Mandalorian soldiers in the field. Only those with 
iron stomachs and strong fortitude can endure this." 

"Are you saying I'm weak?!" 


"No, great one! Have another bite, I'm sure your initial reaction was 
due to tasting food unworthy for your great person." 


"The food is... satisfactory," the Yuuzhan Vong warrior said after a 
moment. "You said that the Mandalorians soldiers consume these?" 


"Yes, great one. It is a part of what makes them strong." 


"I will be confiscating several crates of these as a tariff for doing 
business in this sector." 


"If it is your will, I will obey." 

The Yuuzhan Vong warrior barked several commands to his soldiers 
in his native tongue. "Very well, everything is in order. If this food 
does as you say, then I will expect a similar amount the next time 
you are in system." 

"I will keep that in mind, thank you for being so merciful." 


The warrior barked more commands, and then the stomping of feet 
indicated that they were leaving the ship. 


When the trio in the compartment for unregistered goods felt the 
ship move again, they emerged. 


Hera smirked. "Thanks big brother. Wait...what's wrong?" 


"They took the crates of freeze-dried uj cake too," Aran said 
mournfully. He was taller than his sister, lanky, and had the same 


electric-blue eyes she did. 


"Great," Hera said sarcastically. "Now they'll fall in love with it and 
raid Mandalore for the real thing. Mark my words, when they 
finally do hit Mandalore that'll be the real reason. Because you 
introduced them to uj cake." 


"Ha, ha. Get back to your compartment, sis. Those things are 
shielded from scanning, not the cockpit. We still have ten minutes 
before we hit the moon." 


"Speaking of," Doran chimed in. "When we get there, how will we 
know where to start? The moon is pretty big, both outside and the 
cored up inside." 


"We can start at the vacant offices of that Imp-company," Hera said. 
"We'll probably find another clue there." 


The ship coasted into an empty berth in one of the moon's many 
docking areas. 


"Have fun, sis," Aran said cheerfully. 

"Thanks for the ride," Hera replied, fitting her helmet over her head. 
"Not a problem. Good luck out there. Don't get killed." 

"Worry about these two," Hera jerked a thumb to Jintar and Doran. 
"Who do you think I was talking to?" Aran bantered back. "Seriously 
though, all three of you, look out for each other. This moon isn't the 
place fresh-faced babes should be walking about." 

"Thanks for the warning." Doran acknowledged. 

"We'll be fine," Jintar nodded. 

"I thought your brothers were protective?" Doran asked Hera 
curiously as they off-boarded. Never having any siblings himself, he 
could definitely feel himself trying to fathom the relationship his 
two friends had. 

"Sure," Hera shrugged. "When I was little. Not sure if you noticed, 
Doran, but my big brother is definitely not combat-minded. I'm the 


only one in my family who chose to study combat and explosives 
for a living. If it comes down to it, he can shoot and probably hit his 


target. But in a competition, I'd win every time. They stopped being 
overly protective a couple years back when I beat them both in the 
fighting circle." 


Despite the moon no longer having any mineral value, having been 
mined literally to pieces by the Empire when it made the two Death 
Stars, there were still a great many people inhabiting it. Some were 
miners who had nowhere else to go. There were also the usual 
smugglers and ne'er-do-wells, and pretty much every other sort of 
scum and villainy one might find on an abandoned moon. Doran 
never really had a chance to appreciate the different atmosphere of 
the moon the last time he had been present...mostly due to the 
running for his life and watching one of his friends get her face 
melted by acid. But now that no one was shooting at him or trying 
to stab him, he took a moment to just soak in his surroundings. 


He had been to many space-stations, out-of-the-way bases, and 
abandoned facilities in his young life, mostly thanks to the fact that 
any forgotten holocron or Jedi relic happened to be in said places. 
Each always had their own quirks, their own things that made them 
memorable. No two abandoned base/space-station/backwater 
planet had ever been the same. Gargon's moon was no different. 


What the Empire left of the moon was a ball of dead gray rock held 
together by a skeleton of an innumerable network of walkways, 
man-made structures, and support beams. One could literally walk 
straight through the moon and emerge out the other side. The 
atmosphere was artificially generated, forcefields keeping the air in. 
The metallic core of the moon no longer in existence, a complicated 
ventilation system kept the moon turning to provide gravity for the 
inhabitants. Large stretches of metal and rocky surfaces contained 
living structures of various types, put together ad hoc with many 
more being added over the years. There was even a bustling market 
several levels below the walkway Doran was on, where everything 
from droids to food and weapons were being sold. 


"Hey, Jintar," Doran spoke up, suddenly realizing something as he 
saw a small fleet of welding droids at work. "What's going to keep 
the Kyr'tsad from attacking us? They did have a base here a month 
ago." 

"Had a base," Jintar answered. "I checked in with my folks before 
we arrived. The cowards that didn't die that day all cleared out. 
They're never one to stick to one place." 


"Oh, okay." 


Hera glanced down at the holo-map in her hands. "Okay, Sienar 
Fleet Systems had their offices on the...looks like lower levels. At 
least that's what the records say before they left this place." 


The rickety lift they needed to take to reach said levels didn't look 
like it'd ever pass a safety inspection, even if those doing the 
inspecting were blind Ugnaughts. The grinding, metal-on-metal 
rattling noise the lift made as it jerkily lowered them level after 
level, wasn't all that reassuring either. 


"You know, this would be a terribly embarrassing way to die," 
Jintar said, eyes darting to the sparking gear-system above them. 


"Definitely a lowering of expectations," Hera chuckled, reaching out 
to grab the side of the lift as it shook once more. 


Fortunately, the lift made the trip to its lowest level without any 
death-inducing incidents. They were now on the largest of 
platforms in the immediate area, filled with people and all sorts of 
languages and sounds. Doran could make out Huttese, Mando'a, 
Rodian, Duro, Ithorian, and so many others, all haggling or 
bargaining, or hawking wares. There were mechanical beeps, 
clangs, organic gurgles and blurts. Floating holo-signs passed over 
the crowd, advertising the latest goods or directing people to one 
drinking establishment or another. It was the last thing Doran 
expected to see given the dingy aspect of the moon. 


"The Grand Market," Hera gazed about. "Always heard stories about 
this place. Never had a chance to visit." 


"Get a souvenir to go?" Doran said jokingly. Careful not to brush 
against anyone they were passing. 


"Maybe," Hera nodded, the glow of the holo-signs reflecting off her 
visor. "For now, we need to look for another lift to take us into 
further into the moon." 


"Hard to believe the Vongese would leave this place alone," Jintar 
looked to a vendor stall advertising 'cybernetic implants and 
installment' for cheap. The sound-dampening barriers set up at the 
booth didn't exactly instill confidence. 


"This place is like something you'd find on Coruscant," Doran gaped, 
half walking backwards to take in the sights they were passing. 
"Who's in charge of it all?" 


"No one, really," Hera answered. "The Mandalorians aren't one for 
ruling over things. So long as the guys here don't bother the 
Mandalorians, we let them do business. Think of it as one giant 
space cooperative." 


While Hera answered, Doran's sharp eyes spied something that 
made him stop in his tracks. One of the vendors was selling ‘antique 
and 'recently owned' lightsabers. He really couldn't help himself. 
Curious, he stepped away from the other two and towards the 
booth. 


! 


"Ahh, yes, a customer," the merchant, quite possibly one of the 
ugliest humans Doran had ever seen, said evenly. "Come to browse 
these Jedaii wares?" 


Doran looked away from the wart and acne-crusted face of the 
overweight merchant. "Errr...yeah, sure. Can I ask how you got 
these things? I didn't think Jedi were the type to sell their stuff." 


"Battlefield acquisitions," the merchant grinned a mouthful of 
yellow and black teeth. "Many Jedaii fall in battle, they hardly need 
their swords anymore right? Others are acquired through one 
merchant or another. I have quite the collection." 


"And the Vong just let you sell them?" Doran was busy examining a 
tarnished gold and electrum lightsaber that looked as if it had seen 
better days and didn't see the merchant's glare. 


"The Yuuzhan Vong decreed that eighty-percent of whatever I make 


go to them, as a 'tax'," the merchant scowled. 


"Do these things even work?" Doran said, gazing at silvery 
lightsaber. 


"Not that gold one, some sort of electrical damage to the circuits. 
But this one," The merchant beamed and plucked the silver 
lightsaber Doran had been looking at from its rack. With a push of a 
button, a green beam hissed to life. "This one is a special one. Two 
settings and guaranteed to work underwater." He pressed another 
button and the green beam changed into a blue one. 


"A lightsaber that works underwater?" Doran briefly thought of his 
friend Sannah, wondering if she'd ever need a lightsaber once she 
became a fish. 


"Interested?" 


"Nah, just browsing," Doran shook his head. "Thanks though." 


The merchant shrugged. "Two-million credits anyways, doubt you 
have the money." 


"Two-million? You could buy your own starship for that," Doran 
protested in disbelief. 


"Yeah, well, the Yuuzhan Vong are going to take most of it, so I 
have to make some profit." 


Doran just shook his head, gazing at the rack of unique lightsabers 
and wondering about their previous owners. As he turned to leave 
the vendor's stall, he accidentally bumped into a very grumpy 
Aqualish. 


Said grumpy tusked creature emitted a noise of anger, shoving 
Doran and barking at him in his native language. Doran stumbled 
backwards, taking down a rack of clothing in a nearby stand as he 
did. 


"Sorry," Doran said quickly. 


"He doesn't like you," one of the bystanders pointed out, arms 
crossed in front of him. 


"No kidding," Doran said. He did a double-take. "And I'm guessing 
by the way you're glaring at me, you don't like me either?" 


"What give it away, Mando-child?" the bystander said snidely. A 
crowd was beginning to form. "You watch yourself, we're wanted 
men. I have the death...." 


The bystander shuddered as a stun bolt overloaded his nervous 
system and dropped him to the ground. The Aqualish let out a 
sound of surprise before another stun bolt hit him. 


"Word to the wise," Hera came sauntering back. "If you're near a 
Mandalorian planet, don't advertise that you're wanted by some 
government. We're bounty-hunters you know." 


"Thanks," Doran accepted her hand and got to his feet. The crowd 
suddenly had better things to do and went back to their business. 


"Can't take you anywhere." 


"Sorry." 


"Don't apologize," Hera knelt next and took out a pair of stun-cuffs 
and locked them around the stunned individuals. "Now you and 
Jintar are the muscles, so you get to carry them back to my brother. 
Then we'll come back here and find that lift." 


"I think we might be busy," Jintar said aloud, pulling his own 
blaster-pistol. 


Hera looked up. "Hmm? Oh..." 


Apparently the little scuffle had attracted unwanted attention in the 
form of a Mandalorian death-squad jet-packing down from an 
upper-story level. 


"Plan?" Doran said nervously. 


One of the Mandalorians fired off a wrist-rocket which careened 
into a nearby stall and ignited the illegal explosives within. The 
explosion literally lifted everyone in the immediate area off their 
feet and sent them flying every which way. Doran, Jintar, and Hera 
were no exception. As they struggled back to their feet, Hera 
grabbed the both of them and, amidst a hail of plasma and super- 
heated metal slugs, barked a single order. 


"Run!" 
FtF Chapter End FtF 


A\N: So begins the second story arc (five chapters) of FtF! It's 
slightly darker than the first one, but nothing explicit. Hera Wren 
gets a bigger role in this story now that Star Wars Rebels is out. I 
initially added her into the last arc, (before Rebels even aired) 
because I saw that the show had a Mando character. I have made a 
slight adjustment to reflect her relationship with the other members 
of the Ghost (most importantly, who her parents are =D). Next 
chapter, next week =). 


7. Gotalad Aay'han 
Chapter E'tad: Gotalad Aay'han 
FtF Solus FtF 


Running through a black-market on a cored-out moon chased by 
people in Mandalorian armor shooting rockets, plasma, metal-slugs, 
blaster-bolts, and flying blades—check. Next on Doran Sarkin- 
Tainer's list of things to do—survive said sprint through the black- 
market. Rather than stay as one big target, he, Jintar, and Hera had 
split up. 


Bad for horror movies and other situations where there was 
someone expendable. Good when a murderous hit-squad wants to 
kill you. He hoped...Otherwise it was looking more and more like 
he was that expendable someone. 


The market whipped by him at breakneck speeds as the four 
Mandos chasing him did everything in their power to break his neck 
or worse. It was never fair that the bad guys didn't have to worry 
about collateral damage and the good guys had to. 


Another wrist-mounted rocket was fired, and had Doran dodged it, 
it would have plowed into a packed eatery. Had he not dodged it, 
he'd be a smear on the duracrete. He did the next best option. He 
reached over and pulled down a vendor's stall, with said vendor 
squealing and ducking for cover. The stall intercepted the rocket 
and sent bits and pieces of burning fabric flying in the air. 


"Sorry about that!" Doran called back over his shoulder, scrambling 
to his feet. 


The four Mandalorians promptly laid down a blistering suppressing 
fire, liquid-metal projectiles burning holes all around Doran. He 
knew that if he continued his trek through the market, more than 
one innocent—he saw a group of characters of ill-repute watch the 
action unfold and mentally amended his description of them— 
uninvolved bystander would be hit. 


Another barrage had him rolling across the soot and oil-slickened 
ground. He continued to roll as blasterfire ate up the platform 
centimeter by centimeter, nearing the edge of the platform. He 
glanced over the side. The metal, lattice-like supports that kept the 
platform suspended provided a perfect means of escape. He rolled 


right off the edge, praying he had made the right choice. Before he 
picked up momentum in his fall, he reached out and grabbed one of 
the supporting trestles. He thought he had escaped, so he exhaled 
and slowly pulled himself onto the trestle. 


Then he was reminded that the guys chasing him had rocket-packs. 
The familiar hiss of the jetpacks' jets caused Doran to groan. 


"Okay, come on!" Doran yelled. Two Mandalorians hovered on 
either side of the platform, weapons being brought to bear. Doran 
cursed and began to run and leap between the supporting beams. 
Considering his jumps were over a straight drop of several hundred 
meters and he had no safety-net, he briefly wondered if he should 
have stuck to the top surface of the platform. He also wondered 
how much ammo they were carrying considering they had 
expended a great deal already. 


Maybe it was something about the narrow field of vision provided 
by their T-shaped visors that made them such lousy shots. Not that 
he was complaining. He leaped to grab onto another hand-hold, 
only to see it vanish by a strafing attack of plasma. 


"Not good!" Doran yelped, his hand passing through nothing but air. 
Gravity sucked. 


He flailed, yelling in a mix of fear and utter terror. The 
Mandalorians had the graces at least to let him fall without riddling 
his doomed body with blasterbolts. As his heart and stomach tried 
to escape his torso, Doran frantically looked for something to stop 
his drop, but didn't see anything. 


Grimacing, he closed his eyes, expecting a sudden stop and 
blackness to take over. 


And then a powerful gust of wind hit him, sending him flying 
sideways. His eyes flew open as he found himself propelled into a 
ventilation corridor of some sort. The gust of wind continued to 
carry him through the corridor, keeping him tumbling in an 
uncontrolled vector that left him to fate's mercy. He bounced 
through corridors and tunnels, his jumpsuit tearing at several 
junctures. Eventually he heard a clacking noise, followed by a loud 
hiss, and he managed to orientate himself enough to see that a door 
had opened. A door that led to the outside shell of the moon. The 
very shell that required an environmental suit and oxygen supply to 
walk safely. 


"Well, at least I'm not going to fall to my death," Doran grumbled, 
pouting slightly at his slightly improved but still not desired fate. 


On his way towards the hatch, he saw the rungs of a maintenance 
ladder. For once he was grateful for his tall and lanky form. With 
great effort, and against the powerful vacuum threatening to space 
him, he managed to grab onto the very last rung. The torrent of air, 
however, continued to blow, flapping him about like a flag on a 
flag-pole. One of his boots was yanked off his feet and went 
tumbling out the door. He gritted his teeth, his muscles straining as 
his tenuous sweaty grip became increasingly looser. Then, to his 
great relief, the hatch slid shut and the rush of air died away. 


He sagged against the ladder, gasping for air and unable to believe 
he was still alive. His heart was pounding, his mouth dry. But his 
break was short lived. The sound of rushing wind told him his 
reprieve was over and stirred him into action. 


He frantically ascended the ladder to the top of the tunnel, ignoring 
the innumerous sores and aches he had acquired from being 
bounced about several kilometers worth of ventilation shafts. At the 
very top of the ladder was a rusted-looking hatch. A quick push on 
it, and the door mercifully opened. Doran pulled himself through 
just as another rush of powerful wind swept through the tunnel, and 
hastily slammed the hatch shut once more. 


With a groan, he reclined and closed his eyes, flopping down next 
to the hatch. Why was everything with Mandalorians life or death? 


Almost immediately, he could hear Dinua mentally chastising him. 
Because it mimics real life, dikut. 


Thinking about Dinua though, reminded him of why he was on the 
moon being shot at in the first place. He looked about where he was 
and found himself on top of a pipe jutting out from the inner 
skeleton of the moon. It was covered in dirt and oil and looked to 
have been untouched for a very long time before his arrival. The 
only way off the pipe was another ladder that led upwards. 


Upwards to where though? Staring up at the distant structures 
above, Doran found himself wholly lost. The platform with the 
market was nowhere to be seen. Nor were any of the other 
platforms he had seen when he had arrived on the moon. He gazed 
downwards, and realized he was standing just above the man-made 
structures clustered around what had once been the core of the 
moon. One of the structures still bore the familiar logo of the Sienar 


Fleet Systems, the creators of the Death Stars. 
He couldn't be that lucky, could he? 


Doran just laughed. Without even trying he had practically gotten 
himself to where he needed to be. 


Maybe the Force was with him after all. 
FtF Ta'd FtF 


Perhaps he should have looked at a mirror. His looks hadn't exactly 
been on his mind when he began walking towards the abandoned 
offices of Sienar Fleet Systems. He did wonder, however, why 
everyone he passed was staring at him or edging away from him. 
He was limping, pretty sure he had at the very least bruised his leg 
from being bounced around that ventilation shaft. It had been a 
pain figuring out which ladders and lifts to take to get to the 
platform he wanted to get to. Especially when he was tired, sweaty, 
covered in oil and dirt and who knew what else. But he had to, as 
the mental image of Dinua continued to say to him, 'K'atini’. Suck it 
up. 


There he was, half dragging himself through the grimy streets, 
aided in his quest by the giant Sienar Fleet Systems sign still tacked 
to a three-story structure now several blocks away. He was pretty 
sure several hours had passed since his free-fall into the ventilation 
tunnel, but it was hard to tell time when the only light inside the 
moon was from holosigns and the glow-lamps stationed 
haphazardly throughout. 


He paused against a large piece of machinery just outside the 
building and let out a relieved sigh. Though his adrenaline was still 
going, his body protested nearly every movement. He took a deep 
breath, then winced and grimaced, doubling over and holding his 
side. Okay, add a broken rib or five to the list of injuries. Taking a 
more careful breath, he was about to straighten, but spotted a set of 
footprints in the fine dirt that led to the building. He also noticed 
that the metal beams that had blockaded the door had been torn 
aside. He mentally glared at the Force. If there were two Mandos 
inside waiting to shoot him, he was not going to be a happy Jedi-in- 
training. Cautiously, he pushed against the flimsiplast sheet that 
served as the door and poked his head inside. Inside was a lot 
darker than he expected, nearly pitch black. If someone was waiting 
to blast him, they were completely invisible in the darkness. Just as 
he was about to pull his head back, he saw a mining helmet— 


complete with headlamp attached to it—resting by the doorway. 


He stepped in, picking up the helmet and turning on the light. The 
cone of white light still shone brightly, illuminating the dilapidated 
front-office. The place had been picked clean by scavengers, the 
countertops ripped off, the lightfixtures stripped down so that there 
weren't even any wires left. Only a few broken datapads, chairs 
with missing legs, and dust-covered boxes remained. 


"Okay," he murmured to himself, inching his way in. "What does a 
clue look like?" 


He spied the footprints heading towards a door on one side of the 
room. Deciding it was smart not to go in that direction, he went the 
opposite way. A set of stairs led to the upper levels, the dust layer 
thick enough that Doran was pretty sure no one was up there 
plotting his doom. Then again, he mused as he started his ascent, he 
was facing jet-pack-crazy Mandos. Maybe they jetpacked up and left 
a clue on the upper level. 


Wishful thinking, he knew, but he wanted to stave off another run 
for his life as long as he could. 


The second floor was just as empty and stripped down as the first, 
with even the doors missing. Sienar had definitely pulled out once 
the ore had run out. The five rooms were completely empty. He 
really didn't want to go in the direction of the footsteps. He hoped 
the third floor or roof had the clue he was looking for because he 
wasn't exactly in the mood, or shape, to run from homicidal 
Mandalorians again. 


The third floor contained empty, rusted carts and file-cabinets. The 
few computers that were present were gutted so that only a 
skeleton remained. No clue either. 


"Great," Doran grumbled. Using a metal pole that had been left 
behind to poke open a hatch that led to the roof. He peeked out. 
There, on the roof full of disused ventilation systems, was a single 
durasteel table with a datapad on it. 


"They actually jetpacked to the roof." Doran laughed. 


He pulled himself up, the gravel-covered roof not doing his limp 
any favors as he hobbled over to the table. With a broad grin, he 
picked up the datapad. His grin promptly vanished when he heard a 
clicking whine immediately after. 


"Oh sh...." 


The charged placed beneath the gravel detonated, caving in the roof 
with a seismic pulse. Doran let out a strangled yell as he and the 
gravel covering the roof was deposited to the third floor. And then, 
when the ill-kept floor gave way, to the second. There Doran had a 
moment or two to recover, blindly groping for the mining helmet 
while making sure he had a firm grip on the datapad in his hands. 
Before he could stand though, he heard an ominous groaning noise. 


"You have to be kidding me," Doran moaned. The second floor gave 
way with a clamorous roar, dumping three layers of debris, along 
with a battered thirteen year old to the lobby. Doran learned 
another second later that the building had a basement level. 


Two other people let out a string of curses and yelps at the 
unexpected deluge of building material. Doran, in no condition to 
do anything, really hoped that the two were friendly. A pair of 
lights shown on him, one from a flashlight, the other from a 
Mandalorian helmet. 


"What the...Doran!" A voice that sounded like Jintar's exclaimed. 


"He's alive!" Hera's voice followed in a mix of disbelief and joy. 
"He's alive! I'm not the worst big sister ever!" 


"Really, commander?" Jintar's voice took on a skeptical note. 
"Well, I never really had a little brother before, being the baby of 
the family and all. It'd be really, really bad if the guy I adopted 
actually died on my watch." 


"You were the one who said we should split up," Jintar said wryly. 
"That never goes well. In movies and in real life." 


"Who cares, he's alive. I knew those dikute were lying when they 
said they had killed him," Hera shot back. She quickly waded 
through the debris and gripped Doran on each of his shoulders. "But 
you look like hell." 


"Thanks," Doran coughed. He weakly held up the datapad. "I think I 
have the clue." 


"That's showing your mandokar," Jintar laughed. 


"I don't have a Mandalorian car," Doran said blankly, whoozy from 


the fall and the pain coursing through his body. 


"You got the right stuff," Hera clarified, carefully extracting him 
from the mess. "Although, from the looks of it, a lot of that right 
stuff is currently leaking out of you." 


Doran glanced down. His plummet through four levels hadn't left 
him untouched. He had multiple pieces of metal and wood sticking 
out of him in addition to the injuries he had sustained earlier. "I 
look like a pin-cushion." 


"You look like a corpse," Jintar said unhelpfully, earning a swat 
from Hera. 


"T'll call my brother," Hera said, her tone changing to one of 
complete seriousness. "No sense finding you alive only to let you die 
for real this time." 


"Thanks," Doran slurred, his adrenaline wearing off. "The clue..." 


"Yeah, I got it," Hera took the datapad, then shouldered the much 
larger Doran off to Jintar. "Here, Muscles, carry him. I'll make the 
call." 


Jintar gingerly held onto Doran's ragged frame. "So, what in blazes 
happened? The last time I saw you, a bunch of Mandalorians were 
chasing you. From the way you look now, you must have been 
through dar'yaim to get here." 


"Not really." Doran just chuckled, an act which immediately caused 
him to groan in pain. "Long story short, Jintar? It was a breeze." 


FtF Ehn FtF 


"So after they thought I fell to my death, they left the two of you 
alone?" Doran asked from his med-bay bed. Clad in hospital robes, 
he felt pretty good considering his ordeal of the previous day. Then 
again, a full night's rest in a bacta tank would take care of most 
anything. 


"More or less," Jintar nodded. "Even showed us a video of you 
missing that grab and falling." 


"Oh." 


"On one hand, they and everyone they've been bragging to thinks 


you're dead," Hera said. "That's a good thing." 


"Really? Doesn't me being dead mean I lose the game of whatever 
you call it?" 


"Annihilation. And not exactly. You counted me and Jintar as your 
aliit," Hera said. "As long as we're in play, the game still continues." 


"And people actually want to become Mandalorians?" 


"The full-blown Game if Annihilation hasn't actually been used for 
several millennia," Jintar laughed. "Sure there might have been a 
few less serious variations played, but the over-the-top treasure- 
hunt-to-the-death version was considered an antiquated 
Mandalorian tradition. Leave it to a clan that strives to prove 
themselves legitimate to find an obscure cultural practice. I only 
know about it because a couple of years back, Uncle Ordo was 
deciding whether or not to use it on an enemy of our family. 
Grandpa Kal, however, talked him out of it." 


"And I knew about it because I boned up on Mando culture before 
getting here," Hera grinned sheepishly. "Never know when an 
obscure cultural practice could come in handy." 


"Won't Rook know I'm still alive since I was carted back to the med- 
bay?" Doran gestured with a bandaged hand. 


Jintar and Hera exchanged amused glances. Hera produced a hand- 
held holo-projector and activated it. An image of Doran pre-bacta 
and bandages appeared, floating on a hover-stretcher. Doran 
grimaced, looking at the two in surprise. He didn't realize that he 
had fractured a leg that badly, or that bone could actually poke 
through the material of the jumpsuit he had been wearing. It also 
looked like he had been wearing most of the blood in his body. 


"Wow, I look like a corpse." Doran repeated Jintar's earlier 
assessment of his battered form. 


"You think?" Hera said dryly. "And that's after we wiped off some of 
the dirt and grease on you to keep your wounds from becoming 
infected. How do you think Jintar and I felt when we first saw you 
after you dropped in on us?" 


"Wait....you thought I fell all the way from the market, through the 
moon, and through the roof of that building? Wouldn't I have just 
gone splat at that velocity?" 


"Stranger things have happened," Jintar chuckled. "Just don't do 
that again anytime soon, dikut. I did not appreciate having to carry 
your bloody and broken corpse back to the commander's brother's 
ship." 


"Sorry about that," Doran grimaced. 


"Anyways," Hera waved the projection about. "That's the image 
everyone saw when we wheeled you out of the Revenant. As far as 
everyone else but Commander Beviin, Ghes Orade, and Ram 
Zerimar, know, you're dead. It'll help you move around easier and 
avoid the random Rook hit-squad." 


"That sounds like a good thing," Doran agreed. 


"You'll be needing this," Hera held up an Ubese helmet painted in a 
durasteel gray and black camouflage theme and matching themed 
exo-suit. "You're now Narod Esti in public." 


Doran arched an eyebrow at her. "Who came up with that name?" 


"Another one of Skirata's uncles," Hera shrugged, handing him an ID 
chit. "I really don't want to know why they're so good at making 
fake IDs. You'll only have to use it if someone else sees you though, 
so no worries." 


"Did that clue I find mean anything?" Doran asked, changing 
subjects from the lack of Mandalorian imagination and morals. 


"Zerimar ran it," Jintar nodded. "It's the blueprint of a mine here on 
Gargon." 


"Let me guess, we go inside and Rook collapses it on us," Doran said 
dryly, swinging his legs around and out of the bed. He did a few 
stretches, loosening up the muscles in his shoulders as he did. Bacta 
was definitely the miracle drug, and the Mandalorians had 
stockpiled a lot of it knowing about the coming war. 


"Probably," Hera shrugged. "But if that's where the next clue to 
where Jeban is, we have little choice. Both Zerimar and Orade 
agreed to be on hand for that eventuality." 


"I thought both didn't want to get involved in this?" Doran said in 
confusion. 


"Orade didn't want to get his adoptive clan mixed up into this by 


association, but he asked his clan-leader and got permission," Hera 
clarified. "Clan Vevut is small, like Clan Wren, so they have to be 
careful about whose side they choose." 


"And Ram?" Doran asked, referring to the sniper in his 'training' 
squad. 


"Zerimar got yelled at by his clan for abandoning an ally in need," 
Jintar said dryly. "And for not having the back of his squad. 
Apparently they told him that if Rook decides to declare war on 
them too, they'd never see their end coming." 


"So when do we head out?" Doran asked, pulling on the pants of his 
exo-suit. "Counting today, we have just three days now to rescue 
Dinua." 


"Not so fast," Hera shook her head, reaching out to stop Doran from 
reaching for the boots. "You're dead, right?" 


"Yeah, but you gave me this identity," Doran waved his helmet 
about. 


"Mandalorians take care of their dead," Jintar said with a small, 
smile. "Bet you'd never thought you'd attend your own funeral." 


"Do we really have time?" Doran frowned. "We have..." 

"Three days, you said that already. But we have to sell your death 
to be believable. You can bet Rook will have their allies on this 
station." 


"My own funeral," Doran repeated bemusedly. 


"Yup," Jintar chuckled. "Don't worry, it isn't some drawn out affair. 
We Mando'ade are simple people. Cremation is good enough." 


"Great, so where are you going to find the replacement body?" 
Doran asked. 


"My uncles got that covered too," Jintar smiled. 
"I don't want to know," Doran groaned. 
"Hey, it was a completely legitimate dead," Jintar protested. "It 


wasn't like they went out to kill someone with the sole purpose of 
burning their body in your place. From what Uncle Mereel said, the 


guy was asking for it." 


"Skirata, stop talking," Hera sighed, shaking her head. "Sometimes I 
wonder why Commander Beviin reassigned you two dikute to me." 


"Sometimes I wonder if having a Mandalorian family is a good 
thing," Doran deadpanned. "I seem to get in a whole bunch more 
trouble with one than without." 

"On the bright side, you never know when you might need a bunch 
of blaster and det-pack happy armored jet-packing, die-hard 
soldiers on your side," Hera chimed. "We'll have your cremation 
ceremony in another few hours." 

"And the rest of the day," Doran protested. 

"Will be spent in mourning. It's allowed according to the rules." 
"But that's an entire day of doing nothing!" 

"We'll just have to squeeze in more death-traps in one day then," 
Jintar answered patiently. "I want to save Jeban as much as you, 
Doran. But if we try to play the game Rook's way, we're probably 
not going to get to her in time. As my uncle Niner tells me, if you 
don't like the way the game is played, change the rules." 

"You have a lot of uncles," Doran said wryly. 

"Yeah, you only really met Fi, Ordo, and Atin when the Kyr'tsadika 
was there," Jintar nodded. "My dad's brother's are all sorts of 
amazing. Can't wait for you to meet them all." 

"Will I actually survive that?" 

"K'atini," Jintar laughed. 


"Don't look at me," Hera beamed. "My own family is just as crazy. 
You met Little K already. Little Zeb and Big Zeb are just as crazy." 


"You have three brothers?" 

"No, Big Zeb is the guy Little Zeb is named after. My parents didn't 
want to hurt Big Zeb's feelings after naming their first boy after 
Kanan. Long, exciting story. You know what I mean, right, Skirata?" 


"Yes, sir," Jintar chuckled as Doran just rolled his eyes. "So you have 


an entire day off from anything life threatening now, Doran. Use 
that time to walk around the base, get yourself seen. If you're going 
to be at your own funeral and participate in the game, you have to 
make some sort of back-story." 


"Mercenary hired by my parents to avenge my death," Doran said 
without missing a beat. 


"Wow, that was quick," Hera whistled. 


"That or half-brother from my dad's side, an indiscretion on one of 
his spec-ops missions," Doran said pensively. "Or I could go with..." 


"The half-brother one is actually better," Hera interrupted. "Well, 
not that it makes your dad look any better, but Mandalorians are 
known from their accepting culture. Being blood-related, while not 
everything, actually does give you a small leg-up." 


"You had all those stories at the top of your head?" Jintar said, 
impressed. 


"My mom and I fly around collecting ancient artifacts and listing to 
old-people talk about their glory days," Doran said dryly. "Telling 
stories is kind of a trait I picked up." 


"Okay, fine. You're Narod Esti, half-brother to Doran, here to avenge 
his death," Hera said. "Sound dramatic enough, Skirata?" 


"Just the sort of stuff Rook would love." 

"Faking my death, pretending to be my half-brother, and attending 
my own funeral probably beats everything else I've done so far," 
Doran sighed, setting his new helmet over his head. "Let's just hope 
my mom and dad don't hear about this." 

"Just say the mean Mandos made you do it," Hera shrugged. 


"They knew what they were getting you into when they sent you 
here," Jintar offered. 


"Really?" Doran arched an eyebrow at Jintar. 
"Well....they knew you had a chance of dying..." 


"Again, Skirata, stop talking," Hera groaned. "You'll be fine, Narod. 
Your folks will be fine. Normally, what happens in Mando-space 


stays in Mando space. Why do you think the New Republic isn't 
sending in an attack force when it's clear we have Vong ships and 
buildings out here? We have our roles to play, and if we do it right, 
we'll have Jeban back before the week is over." 


FtF Cuir FtF 


Doran learned that Mandalorians rarely had funerals, much less 
burials. They were a nomadic group, traveling from one corner of 
the galaxy to the other. Only their revered leaders were afforded a 
burial. All others were cremated if the body was available. There 
were no ceremonies, no religious rites. Instead the Mandalorians 
focused on the living. The practice of aay’han, acknowledging the 
death but choosing instead to focus their energy on the living, was 
akin to the practices Doran knew of from several other warrior 
races. Given how amalgamated the Mandalorian 'race' was, he 
wouldn't be surprised if the practice had been picked up from 
another culture. 


Even after all his cram-course on Mandalorian culture, Doran still 
wasn't exactly sure what to expect. In fact, it felt very strange for 
the thirteen year old to be present at his own funeral. Stranger still 
since he knew the body covered in a simple cloth probably had met 
an untimely end more than likely well before his time. 


He wasn't exactly sure how to feel about that. On one hand, he 
knew that it was all part of the ruse to get Dinua back. On the 
other, just what sort of people were Jintar's uncles? Able to create 
fake IDs, a seemingly endless flow of credits, and to literally get 
away with murder. In any other society they'd be marked as 
criminals, investigated by various government entities and brought 
to court by those they had wronged. But they were Mandalorians, 
seemingly above the law. In fact, if the situation had been different, 
Doran had no doubt that he'd be working with his mom to take 
down what appeared to be a family, criminal enterprise. 


What sort of people killed just because a friend of the family needed 
a corpse to fake his death? 


And that was how Doran found himself in a small valley among 
several towering mountains of gravel, staring at said corpse while 
kept nice and warm in his Ubese exo-suit. The body was laid out on 
a bier of wood, shrouded by a blanket. Flanking him were Hera, 
Jintar, Ram Zerimar, and Ghes Orade, with Hera the only one in 
full Mandalorian, pink and neon-orange painted armor. 


Gargon being Gargon, the sun was still high in the sky even in the 
galactic evening, wouldn't set for another six hours at least. Even 
then, the wind was chilly, whistling through the winding passages 
created by the excavated mounds of rock all around. 


Jintar stepped forward, clad in simple rough-spun tunic and pants. 
"Ni su'cuyi, Doran. Gar kyr'adyc, ni patayli, gar darasuum. Ni partayli 
Etain Tur-Mukan. Ni partayli..." 


Doran listened quietly as Jintar began to recite a list of names, 
many sounding more like military designations than actual names. 
He kept quiet as Ram stepped up next, repeating Jintar's words, and 
then listing a litany of different names. Ghes was next, though his 
list of names was the shortest of the three. 


"The names of those who have died before us," Hera explained 
softly. "They are reassuring their memory that they haven't 
forgotten them. 'I'm still alive, but you are dead. I remember you, so 
you are eternal'." 


"Not quite, outsider," a new voice interrupted. "Nu kyr'adyc, shi 
taab'echaajla. Those who have fallen are merely the Mandalorian 
vanguard for the next mission." 


Despite wearing a helmet, Doran could tell that Hera was shocked 
by the new arrivals. He was too. A full dozen Mandalorians in their 
trademark armor, helmets held at their waist, sauntered into the 
clearing. The gleaming gold-color metal of their armor was uniform, 
shining in the late day light. 


"You sure you want to be wasting time giving this waste of life an 
honor he doesn't deserve?" The speaker was a dark-haired man of 
military bearing, a molten red eye and icy blue full of disdain as he 
glanced at the bier. "Jeban's not looking too good these days, even 
with my...hospitality and personal, hands-on care." 


Doran fought the urge to Force-shove the guy into the gravel 
mountain behind him. "Who are you?" 


The tall, finely-muscled man, glared at Doran. "J am Overd Rook. 
My people are the ones who killed your half-brother." 


"Too much of a fake Mandalorian to do your own dirty work?" 
Doran said before he could stop himself. The man's earlier 
comments on Dinua's well-being left him a bit angry. "No wonder 
Din...Jeban washed you out." 


Rather than tighten with rage, cloud over in hatred, or do a myriad 
of things Doran expected the Mandalorian to do, Overd Rook just 
chuckled. "Words are meaningless boy. When my Clan wins this 
battle, you, Doran, even his foolish Commander Wren, will have 
your names stricken from the records. Through skill we will prove 
who the better Mandalorian is, not by talk." 


He sauntered over to the bier, studying the shrouded body 
impassively. "This is what you're teaching your students, 
Commander Wren? How to die in the most painful ways possible?" 


"And here I thought talk was wasted," Hera chimed frostily. "What 
are you here for, Rook? Members of the aliit are allowed a period of 
mourning for those who've fallen in the game." 


"You get your youngest killed and still consider it a game?" Overd 
arched a thin eyebrow. He flipped the shroud over, glancing at the 
disfigured corpse. "Get him minced up like this, and call it a game? 
You have two days before Jeban gets reduced to something very 
similar to this." 


"We'll save her in plenty of time, Rook," Hera said darkly, gesturing 
with one hand. "You've seen the proof of his death yourself, now 
leave." 


"Not quite," Overd pulled out a knife, and to Doran's surprise, 
stabbed the corpse. He then pulled the knife out and pressed it to a 
computer device held by one of the others. "I wouldn't put it past 
you to fake his death. It's a cowardly tactic, but one I have to take 
in to account considering the less-than-pure opposition I am facing." 


Doran silently inhaled, eyes widening in his helmet. He hadn't 
expected a DNA test. If it was found out that... 


"Go ahead and test it," Jintar said darkly. "And we can add defiling 
a corpse to the long list of disreputable things Clan Rook is known 
for." 


"As a Skirata would know," Overd said with a sneer. He glanced at 
the computer and raised an eyebrow. "The boy is actually dead." 


"Your own men saw him fall to his death," Ram spoke up. "I don't 
know why youre so surprised." 


Overd shrugged. "No matter. Two days. That's all you have." 


Overd and those with him left the way they came, the sound of a 
speeder powering up following a couple seconds later. 


Doran exhaled, unable to believe what had just happened. "How..." 
"Please," Jintar rolled his eyes. "If my..." 


"One moment," Ghes Orade held up a hand. "Commander, please 
shut off any electronics on your person." 


Hera tilted her head, removed her helmet, and pressed a button on 
her gauntlet. "Go ahead." 


Ghes pulled out a device and activated it. A crackle of ion-energy 
flowed outwards, and Doran saw several sparks among the rocks on 
the ground. 


Ghes then pulled down an eye-piece and scanned the area. "Okay, 
all clear. Go ahead, Skirata." 


"Rook is no idiot," Hera shook her head. "We'll talk when we're back 
on the speeder. For now, let's finish our friend's services. Narod, 
since this is your blood-relation. You have the final honors." 


Doran accepted the incendiary device from Hera, and stiffly walked 
to the bier. Not quite as eloquent as the others, and feeling kind of 
awkward as he addressed the corpse that was supposed to be him, 
Doran rested the mine on the corpse's chest. "Hey...brother. Tough 
luck getting offed, yeah? I'll try to help these other Mandos finish 
what you started." 


He stepped back, allowing the mine to engulf the body in flames. 
He felt a shudder that had nothing to do with the cold Gargon air. 
That really could have been him. Overd was right, this was no game 
and thinking of it as one was a mistake. 


It was with that sobering thought that he piled into the speeder 
with the others. "Is it okay to talk?" 


"Should be, I swept the speeder too," Ghes nodded. 


"I have a cousin you need to meet," Jintar chuckled. "Etain's crazy 
good with tech and slicing." 


"I know your family by reputation, Skirata," Ghes smirked, shaking 
his head. "They're all crazy-something. No offense, but anyone who 


gets involved with them has to have more than a few brain-cells 
missing." 


"How come his device said the body was who it was?" Doran asked. 
"I mean, Hera did you..." 


Hera shook her head very quickly. "All Skirata." 


"Doran's DNA profile was in the base's computers from that first 
time he ended up in the med-bay, and we had a copy of it at the 
Kyrimorut. It was simply a matter of slicing into the base's 
computers and replacing the sequence with that of the recently 
departed," Jintar answered. "Darman's been making sure that Etain's 
the best at what she does, gives her the best everything actually As 
far as relations go, everyone in the family knows she's his favorite 
niece." 


"Etain? I met an Etain last month at your place," Doran said in 
confusion. "But you also listed an Etain during the funeral..." 


"Etain Tur-Mukan is her name-sake," Jintar clarified. "Long story, 
tell you some other time." 


Doran nodded, letting the landscape pass in silence. 
"You look like something's on your mind," Ram noted. 


"Trying to think about our next move," Doran said softly. "If 
those..." 


"Hut'uune," Ghes supplied when Doran stopped to search for a word. 
"Means cowards." 


"Sounds right," Doran muttered. "But if those cowards are really... 
doing things to Dinua...no way can we afford to play this thing out 
to the end. We need to find Rook's base here on Gargon and get 
Dinua out of there." 


"Only problem is, they'll no doubt be watching all of us," Ram said 
evenly. "Will be waiting for us to try that mineshaft for the next 
clue. If we don't do what they expect, they'll go suspicious, might 
change things up a bit." 


"So far we've played this game by their rules," Doran argued. 
"Reacted to everything they wanted us to do. If Overd really hates 
Dinua that badly, do you really think he'll just let her go if we get to 


her? We have to change the rules up, make them react to us." 


"And how should we do that?" Jintar asked. "We don't even know 
where they're based." 


"You said that Dinua originally made Overd snap and challenge her 
in the fighting circle because she questioned his Mandalorian-ness... 
Mandokar, I think. Right?" 


"Kind of," Jintar said. "That's the story Jeban told me when I asked 
what happened. It's the impression I got too. But whatever she said 
to him to make him blow his top was between the two of them." 


"It has to be more than that," Ghes spoke up. "Narod here pretty 
much said the same thing to Overd back there, and he didn't bat an 
eyelash." 


Doran thought for a moment, glancing at the others in the speeder 
with him. "What about an insult to his family?" 


"His family?" Hera repeated, glancing to the side as she piloted the 
speeder. 


"You said Rook has legitimacy problems, that the Mandos in it have 
trouble proving that they have mando‘kar," Doran said. "What if 
Dinua said something about Overd's parents, or family, or whatever 
aliit he's walking around with? I mean, Jintar, what would you do if 
some stuck-up Mandalorian called out your family for being fake- 
Mandos?" 


"I'd probably punch him in the face," Jintar said wryly. "But I see 
your point. How does that help us though?" 


Doran smiled faintly, his adventures with his mom and the sneaky 
tricks he had picked up along the way coming into play. "Hera, 
we're going to need your brother's help again. Jintar, your family 
have contacts in whatever government you Mandos have?" 


"Sure, my cousin Kad is apprenticing with an influential member of 
the Mandalorian council and can..." 


"Great, we'll need his help too. Ghes, the base has probe-droids, 
right?" 


"They do, but we need permission from Command to use them. 
Especially with the Vongese making things a pain in the shebs if you 


use technology." 


"Get whatever permission you need," Doran said. "We'll need as 
many as you can get access to." 


"And myself?" Ram asked mildly. 


"While everyone is running about, you get to camp in the highest 
place on-base," Doran said in response. 


"It sounds like you have a plan in mind," Hera chuckled. 


Doran grimaced. "It'll either work and we save Dinua, or we get 
ourselves bitten by the Kell Dragon who's tail we're about to stomp 
on." 


"Doran, we're Mandalorians," Jintar produced a plasma pistol. "The 
Kell Dragon tries to bite, we'll feed it a diet of white-hot plasma 
down its gullet. If you have a plan, we'll make it work." 


"Fine, here's what I have in mind..." 
FtF Rayshe'a FtF 


"And this morning on Manda'yaim, the motion to strip Clan Rook of its 
status as children of Manda'yaim has been put forward in Sundari by 
the Neo-Mandalorian Faction. Their chief reason at this time is that if 
Manda'yaim is to be strong again, it will need real soldiers and not a 
family of criminals and pretenders. This comes on the back of last night's 
Kyr'tsad attack on Clan Rook's homestead on Manda'yaim, resulting in 
the deaths of three women, two men, and two children from Clan Rook. 
It is not clear why Kyr'tsad targeted Clan Rook, or why they felt the 
need to use incendiary grenades on a civilian homestead, but Kyr'tsad's 
use of cowardly tactics has been well documented. Coupled with the 
coming war and need for soldiers, the motion produced by the Neo- 
Mandalorians appear to be the death-knell for a clan that has long 
struggled to prove that they are genuine Mandalorians." 


"Okay, I wasn't expecting the Kyr'tsad attack," Doran said with 
raised eyebrows, listening to the local HoloNet feed over lunch. It 
was hard to believe that it had been only a dozen or so hours since 
his adventure on the moon. The extra long days on Gargon still 
played havoc with his internal body-clock even a month into his 
stay. Add to the fact that Mandalore's capital was on a different 
rotation schedule was and technically a day ahead, and timing got 
really confusing. 


"Wanna bet Kyr'tsadika had something to do with it?" Jintar asked 
grimly. 


"Violence wasn't Tracyn's style," Doran frowned. 


"They didn't have any other reason to go after Rook," Jintar said. 
"It's acts like this that keep them apart from the rest of the 
Mandalorians." 


"And Tracyn knows that," Doran said, shaking his head. "I knew her 
for all of a week, Jintar. She's not going to do something like that 
for a practical stranger." 


"You really need to remember who you're with," Jintar gestured to 
the crowd. "The Kyr'tsadika even jumped in front of a spray of acid 
for a ‘practical stranger’. You really think firebombing the home of 
the clan that killed you is beyond her?" 


Doran fell silent at that, realizing that the Mandalorians really did 
operate on a different moral compass than the Jedi values he had 
learned at Yavin when he was little. Despite his firm desire to 
believe that Tracyn wouldn't go after civilians in a vendetta, 
everything he'd heard about the Kyr'tsad told him otherwise. 


"Do you think we should change the plan?" Doran muttered. "I 
mean, Overd did just lose some of his family. Kicking him when he's 
down doesn't seem..." 


"It's the best time to do it," Jintar said firmly. "He needs to learn 
that messing with Jeban's aliit is something he never should have 
done. We go in at him full throttle. You said it yourself, it's not a 
game. There's no such thing as unfair in life. We take the hand we 
get, and we're about to give him the one he deserves." 


Doran breathed out. "Fine. Let's do this." 


Jintar nodded once, then stood, hurling his food tray aside. "You 
what!?" 


Eyes darted towards the disturbance. 


"You deaf, Skirata?" Doran shouted back, his helmet making his 
voice even more menacing. "I said we should just forget it. If you 
Mandos don't even think this Clan Rook is a real clan, then why 
bother playing this game that got my half-brother killed? They 
killed him, they'll kill this Dinua Jeban, and they'll just be 


murderers, simple as that. Won't even have the name of 
Mandalorian, or that stupid cultural practice to hide behind. I only 
came here for my brother's funeral. Besides, Jeban is as good as 
dead anyways. That Rook guy didn't sound like the type to keep his 
word, runs in the family probably. The moment we get close, they'll 
kill her anyways. He's just using the hunt thing as an excuse for 
murder. Too cowardly to do it any other way." 


"She's family." 


"She's a lost cause," Doran shrugged. Everyone's eyes were still on 
the two of them, the morning drama their source of entertainment. 
Doran exhaled, incorporating the news report from earlier into his 
plan. "You know that. I know it too. My brother was stupid enough 
to believe otherwise and look where it got him. Where I come from, 
the only way to deal with a band of murdering, honorless thugs is 
to burn them out. Those Death Watch people you seem to hate had 
the right idea. I mean the guy is what, in his early twenties? If 
Overd's idea of showing how strong he is is to send a half-dozen 
heavily armed and armored men to shoot out an unarmed thirteen 
year old and abuse a fourteen-year old girl he couldn't beat by 
himself, why should I care about what they want? Why should you 
care too? If even his clan backs his action, that just shows how 
pathetic all of them actually are." 


"We can't just leave Dinua in his..." 


"What? He's already broken every law a civilized planet has, kidnap, 
murder, and worse. It's no surprise that the Mandos in your capital 
are moving to get his entire group kicked out. Sure we might have 
an obligation to Dinua, but face it, she's dead no matter what we 
do. If Overd has even an ounce of honor in his blood, he'd send her 
back right away with his entire clan's apologies. But since everyone 
in this room knows that a Rook isn't that sort of person, I wouldn't 
hold my breath. He'll get his, his entire clan will, all because he 
decided to act like a giant baby throwing a temper-tantrum because 
Jeban spoke the truth about his family." 


"Heads up, Revenant says we have movement. Someone in them mess 
must be updating Overd about your little spat, he probably didn't like the 
report," Ghes' voice crackled over the earpiece Jintar wore, and in 
the helmet-speakers of Doran. "Deploying probe-droids to the 
coordinates the Revenant is sending me now." 


"Confirmed, contacts," Ram added a second later. "From the cloud of 
dust in their wake, they're about five, maybe ten-klicks out. A whole lot 


of them too." 


Doran blinked in confusion in the safety of his helmet. He didn't 
expect that big a response from his plan. He began to walk away, 
throwing a hand up in the air for drama's sake. "You do what you 
have to, Skirata. But you seem like a reasonable guy. Why carry on 
this stupid game of Overd's if his entire clan is about to be flushed 
from your homeworld? Without the name of Mandalorian to protect 
them, they become fair game for everyone with a grudge. Given 
their reputation, that list is probably huge. I'm not going to waste 
my time on a bunch of nobodies, you shouldn't too. I'm leaving this 
place. The last thing I want is for the Vong to get involved in this." 


"You have a ship?" Jintar called out. 


"Yeah," Doran shouted over his shoulder, well aware that the entire 
breakfast crowd was still watching the exchange. "Hangar Bay 
Mern-Five. Or what passes as a hangar bay in that spaceport of 
yours." 


The door slid shut behind Doran, and he resisted the urge to use the 
Force to read the emotions of the people on the other side. 


"Given the direction they've come from, the probes will need at least a 
half-hour to find their base," Ghes' report cut into his thoughts. 


"What about those contacts Ram saw?" Doran muttered, heading for 
the vehicle bay. Hangar Bay Mern-Five actually housed a ship of the 
powerful Ordo clan. Influential in both the Mandalorian leadership 
circles and on the base, Clan Ordo was not exactly a clan one 
wanted to get on the bad-side of. It just so happened that the ship 
was the personal vessel of the ranking Ordo member on the base. If 
Clan Rook was going to revert to form, then they'd try to intercept 
Narod at the spaceport and make an example of him or let the 
Yuuzhan Vong do their dirty work. Either way, Rook was either 
going to tick off Ordo or the Yuuzhan Vong. 


"That's odd. Their trail suggests they're heading out to the Flatlands. 
They're leaving my range. I'm letting Revenant take over," Ram 
reported, referring to a stretch of rocky land a good deal away from 
the base. 


As the name suggested, the Flatlands was a several hundred square- 
kilometer expanse of completely flat land, the ground made of hard 
dark volcanic rock. Razor sharp angles, and a glossy sheen that 
reflected the sunlight almost like a layer of snow, it was another 


one of the many remnants of Gargon's mining history. The Flatlands 
had once held a mountain-range, until the mining industries 
literally cut the entire range down to its base. The leftovers of the 
mountains could be found in the gravel-piles that dotted the planet's 
landscape. Mandalorians trained on that deadly, slippery terrain— 
running laps, push-ups with bare-hands, hand-to-hand full contact 
sparring, and other fun Mandalorian past times made deadlier by 
the ground—and always returned to base looking barely better than 
what Doran's battered form was like after his return from Gargon's 
moon. 


It was also, again, another confusing move by Rook's people. Why 
go there? Why did they emerge in force only to completely avoid 

the training base? Doran wondered what type of game Overd was 
playing now. 


"Revenant reports Yuuzhan Vong activity at the spaceport." Ghes said 
after several long minutes passed. "Commander Wren reports that 
what looks like one of their troop transports departed their base-camp 
and arrived at the entry to the spaceport. The commander says that 
nearly a dozen armed Vongese entered the spaceport shortly after." 


"I really hope Ordo doesn't blame me for this," Doran grimaced, 
swinging his legs over a speeder-bike and starting it up. His mind 
was split between the location Rook's people had come from, and 
where they had gone in such a hurry. Was it some sort of trick? He 
gripped the handle-bars of the speederbike, letting out a noisy 
breath. He hated when things he planned went unexpectedly 
sideways—which because he was a Jedi, seemed to happen more 
often than not. 


"They're practical. They'll blame the people who sent the Vongese to the 
hangar," Ram said reassuringly. 


"Errr...guys...we probably should have checked to see what security 
Ordo has around their hangar or ship." 


"Orade?" Ram said, his frown clear in his voice. 


"Hangar Mern-Five just blew up," Ghes replied weakly. "Giant fire-ball, 
like, impressed the commander blew up." 


Doran sent the speeder cruising out the hangar, the noon sun not 
quite at its zenith. "Do you Mandalorians do anything that isn't 
crazy? Who blows up their entire hangar as a security measure!" 


"Clan Ordo apparent...wait, Narod, probe-droids have found something. 
It's opposite of where Rook's people went. Visuals not picking up 
anything but EM and short-band waves are spiking. Sending the 
coordinates to you now." 


"Any sign of Dinua guys?" Doran saw the coordinates appear in his 
helmet's HUD. 


"Revenant reports negative. If she's with the Rook lackies, she's below 
deck." 


"Below deck?" Doran repeated. "Are they on a ship?" 


"Skiffs," Ghes relayed. "Five of them. We have a final destination for the 
skiffs. It's just outside the Flatlands. On the night-shade side of the 
planet." 


Doran took in the information as he steered around the mounds of 
gravel. The night-shade side was the other side of Gargon. Just like 
the training base—located on the equator so it had the most amount 
of daylight—had a scant six to eight hours of 'night' and twenty plus 
hours of daylight, night-shade side had the exact opposite. This left 
that side several dozen degrees colder and pretty inhospitable, 
especially after one crossed the Flatlands to get there. Of course, it 
was the perfect 'conditioning' environment his crazy Mando 
brothers and sisters enjoyed. 


Doran maneuvered his speederbike through the vacant mining 
depots, following the blinking arrows in the HUD of his helmet. "I'm 
approaching the coordinates you gave me, Ghes. No opposition so 
far." 


Despite not using the Force, Doran felt a chill go down his spine. 
Over the hum of his own speederbiker, he heard the throaty noises 
of several more. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw five more bikes 
fall into formation behind him. Five bikes and another skiff armed 
with several e-web blaster cannons. 


"Oh for Force sake! Does Rook have a fricken army with him!" 
Doran yelled, making a hard turn just as the skiff and bikes opened 
fire. 

"Is that blaster fire?" Ram asked. 


"No, I'm setting off fireworks to celebrate my victory," Doran cursed, 
swerving again amid a shower of gravel. "Yes its blaster fire!" 


Going nearly two-hundred kilometers an hour around unstable 
mountains of gravel and abandoned mining machinery while 
blasted at by over a dozen vehicle-shredding lasers probably wasn't 
what any parent would let their thirteen year old child do. But 
Doran didn't exactly have a choice in the matter. 


The laser fire continued to rain down all around him as the skiff's 
multiple gunners fired with abandon, and very bad accuracy, to 
blast the landscape all around Doran and his bike. The other 
speederbikes likewise fired off whenever they had a glimpse of him, 
near misses mounting so much that the probability of getting hit 
became uncomfortably real. 


Needing to get out of the open and away from the skiff's aerial 
attacks, Doran saw a tunnel through one of the thicker mounds of 
gravel and gunned his bike's engine. The other speeders in pursuit 
collapsed into a narrow column as they raced after him. 


Shortly after entering the tunnel, Doran mentally reviewed his plan 
and realized it wasn't exactly the best thought out. Though he was 
now protected from the skiff, the relatively narrow tunnel meant 
that it was practically impossible for his pursuit to miss, no matter 
how bad a shot they were. He killed his bike's rear lights in an 
effort to be less of a target, but that didn't really help when all the 
bad guy had to do was fire straight ahead. 


One of the incoming blasterbolts impacted with the back of his 
speeder, blowing off the metal plating and sending a shower of 
sparks from the bike's aft. Another glanced along the side of his 
bike, scoring a nasty streak of melted metal along the right flank 
and narrowly missing his leg. 


"Okay, new plan," Doran muttered as a blaster bolt flew just 
beneath his arm and impacted with one of his bike's steering 
handles. Fortunately it was a glancing blow and only stripped away 
half of the handle, leaving circuits and vital hydraulics intact. It was 
also fortunate that the path ahead widened and split into two 
directions in an almost ninety-degree turn in either way. 


Knowing that the Mando behind him was probably using his 
helmet's night-vision just like he was, Doran set the brightness 
setting to his aft lights to full and, just as the turn approached, 
promptly reactivated the bike's tail-lights. At the last moment, he 
jammed on his damaged steering handles and leaned to the side, the 
yaw of his bike avoiding the wall by scant centimeters. The Mando 
on the speeder behind him, still blinded by the sudden bright lights, 


let out a yell as the wall came up much too fast for him to do 
anything about it. Doran heard the explosive boom of the 
Mandalorian impacting with the wall. Still on course, Doran 
glanced up at the ceiling as the shockwave from the explosion 
rippled outwards and caused several streams of gravel to pour 
down. 


A second boom followed as the biker immediately behind the leader 
had been blinded by the explosion and likewise slammed into the 
wall. This time the underground passageway failed to hold. Doran 
let out a desperate yell as the walls and roof of the tunnel began to 
fold in on itself. More blasterfire as the remaining trio raced down 
the tunnel with him. But then a third muffled explosion coursed 
through the enclosed space. Doran hazarded a glance over his 
shoulder and saw that only two of the five speeders remained in 
pursuit. The third had been crushed by the collapsing tunnel, and 
the other two had stopped firing to concentrate on getting out of 
the death trap alive. 


Rocks and dirt poured down from everywhere, and Doran was once 
again grateful for the helmet he was wearing. He did begin to 
worry, though, as the path ahead likewise began to cave in, the 
chain-reaction from the explosions affecting the entire network of 
tunnels. 


"Come on, come on, come on," Doran urged his bike, zipping 
around another corner. He saw daylight, and let out a whoop of 
relief, his speederbike bursting from the tunnel in a cloud of dust 
and debris. 


But he hadn't lost his pursuers. The remaining two speederbikers 
shot out of the tunnel too, shortly before the entire mound 
collapsed in on itself in a raucous roar. They didn't appreciate 
losing their comrades to the mine, and resumed their firing. The 
sound of course, caught the attention of the skiff, which promptly 
swooped in again to add its own fire to the mix. 


Doran swerved again, and one of the unstable mountains of gravel 
in front of him decided to become a landslide after being hit by a 
volley of lasers. Rather than avoiding the cascading sheet of rocks, 
though, he steered right into it, timing it so that the repulsors on his 
bike could handle the increasing altitude of the crumbling 
mountain. All the while, lasers rained down all around him, sending 
rocky shrapnel spinning into the air. One of the enemy speeders 
tried to follow him up, misjudged the climb, and fell, speeder and 
all, back into the deluge of rolling rock. The small explosion of the 


speeder going off was enough to shake another nearby mountain of 
gravel. The sunlight was blotted out as the rocky cascade intensified 
all around Doran in a riotous cacophony that drowned out 
everything else. 


"Go, go, go!" Doran cheered himself on, now riding the collapsing 
mountain in a diagonal slant. The ground below continued to 
increase in distance, any fall now definitely a fatal one. Only one 
other speeder remained in pursuit of him, matching his movements 
and firing with frightening near misses occurring every second. On 
top of that, the E-web cannons on the skiff below strafed his 
position with seemingly random shots, the skiff driver trying to 
keep the vehicle from being swallowed up as well. One thick laser 
beam slammed into the front of Doran's battered speeder, 
destroying it in a flash of light and propelling Doran into the air. 


Fortunately, the other pursuing speeder was in Doran's trajectory, 
and he landed on the front of the bike, much to the Mandalorian's 
surprise. The Mandalorian swerved, throwing Doran again, but also 
inadvertently crashing into the rock-flow and disappearing from 
sight. By then, Doran was many, many dozens of meters off the 
ground, and this flight had him flying away from the collapsing 
mountain. Away and wishing he had a jetpack at the moment. 


One of the E-web operators on the skiff began to track him. Doran, 
without any blaster or lightsaber, frantically searched is pockets for 
the slingshot Hera had given him. He found it and panickedly 
loaded the first ion-pellet. The blue projectile flew wide, impacting 
harmlessly on the side of the skiff. The turret operator raised the 
gun to match Doran's descent. Another pellet whizzed past the 
gunner's head. A third bounced off the railing holding the turret. 
Finally, on the verge of becoming blaster-cannon bait, Doran 
managed to fire off one last shot just as the E-web operator began to 
pull the trigger. The ionized ball hit the operator and the operator 
did a spasmatic dance as his nervous system was overloaded, his 
jerking motions swinging the gun back across the deck of the skiff. 
With his finger on the trigger, the E-web fired out of control, 
mowing down several of the others on the deck before eating up the 
back engine housing. The skiff went up in a ball of flames, 
descending into the rocky river where it exploded once more. 


That still left Doran with the little problem of flying through the air 
without a jetpack. 


And I'd just gotten out of the med-bay too. 


Just before he went splat, however, he found himself floating in 
mid-air above the rushing flow of rock. Hyperventilating, he 
realized that he was now in the shadow of a welcomed sight. The 
Revenant was hovering above him, Hera's brother in the airlock with 
one hand outstretched. As Doran's heart tried to resume its normal 
rhythm, he was floated up into the ship and deposited on the deck. 


"Thanks," he exhaled, taking off his helmet as Aran slid the door 
shut. 


"Thank my sister," he chuckled, helping Doran to his feet. "For 
someone who doesn't want to be a Jedi, she uses the Force a whole 
lot. We were tracking that other group when she said you were in 
trouble." 


The ship shuddered slightly as it touched down, and a fully armored 
Hera emerged from the cockpit. She patted her brother on his arm. 
"Thanks again, big brother. That's two I owe you." 


"You really need to get your own ship," Aran smiled, shaking his 
head. "Now I should probably get out of here in case any of the 
Vong learn about my levitation trick. Don't think I'll be able to help 
you out again in the near future." 


Hera and Doran off-boarded and waved at Aran as he departed. 


"Do you think whoever is left in Rook's base knows we're coming?" 
Doran asked with a wry smile. 


"Hmmm, you collapsed four mountains and caused enough 
explosions to leave this place a warzone," Hera deadpanned, as they 
walked around a particularly large blast-crater from one of the E- 
web turrets. "Probably not." 

Doran tilted his head at her. 

"I like to think of myself as hopelessly optimistic," Hera chuckled. 


Doran checked the coordinates on his HUD. "The probe-droids got 
the readings from somewhere over... here." 


'Here,' was the wrecked remains of a large, aged mining ship, buried 
underneath several layers of rock. It was well camouflaged and 
practically invisible to the every-day passerby. 


"Has to have electronic countermeasures," Hera murmured. "It's why 


the droids couldn't pick up a clear picture of it, only the signals 
coming from it." 


The two approached the airlock door, painted to blend in with the 
gray rocky surroundings. There was no keypad or visible way to 
open it. 


Hera glanced around. "I don't see any security cameras." 
"Remote access?" 


"Most likely," Hera sighed. She unslung her pack off her shoulders 
and pulled out a block of what looked like molding clay. "Don't 
have time to get the signal though. If the survivors in the base 
alerted their friends outside, we're going to have company really 
soon." 


"Explosives?" 


"Of course," Hera fitted a thin line of the 'clay' along the middle 
crevice of the airlock door. 


Both stepped to the side, and Hera ignited the charge, blowing both 
sides of the door back into their jambs. Almost immediately a storm 
of blasterfire greeted them. 


Hera rolled several devices through the door, and a couple of bright 
flashes later, the firing ceased. Carefully, the two entered, 
discovering that the shooter had actually been a four-legged battle 
droid with a quartet of repeater cannons. They edged past it and 
continued down the corridor. 


"Why do I get the feeling no one living is here?" Doran asked softly, 
fear for Dinua rising. He saw what suspiciously looked like streaks 
of blood on a nearby wall. 


"Overd is a smart guy," Hera repeated grimly, examining another 
pool of blood. "He probably figured we had something up our sleeve 
with that show this morning." 


The rooms they searched had definitely been lived in, but also were 
stripped clean of anything useful. Though the computers were still 
powered, someone had blasted them. No doubt to permanently 
render the files unrecoverable. 


"Blast it," Doran hissed. "If Dinua..." 


"She'll survive," Hera said, placing a comforting hand on his 
shoulder. "She's a tough Mando, wants to become a 
Supercommando. Against a pretender like Rook, she'll make it. 


" 


Doran nodded, kicking a chair aside in frustration. 

"At least we have the stuff Orade picked up," Hera murmured. 
Doran, however, shook his head. "It doesn't make sense." 
"What?" 


"Why leave nine, ten people guarding this place if there was nothing 
left? Why evacuate the base in the first place if we didn't know 
where it was?" Doran voiced, pounding at the nearest computer 
console. "If they wanted to see if we were going here, wouldn't a 
single scout be enough? Heck, they could have wired this place to 
blow the second we stepped in. But they didn't. They were going to 
come back here." 


"Esti," Hera said carefully. 


"They were going to come back," Doran insisted, leaving the room 
and heading for the 'cargo' area of the mining ship. "Or they wanted 
us to find something. I'm sure of it. It's still a 'game,' right? If we 
changed the rules, what's to say they can't too?" 


"As the hopeless optimist, I have to go along with that idea," Hera 
said, her helmet lamp scanning the area. The cargo bay had been 
used as a rec-room of sorts, with abandoned weight equipment, a 
fighter-circle, and mess area all in one area. From what little her 
lamp illuminated, the two could make out overturned chairs and 
other equipment, but nothing of value. Doran found the light-switch 
and flicked it on. 


With the lights on overhead, the room took on a whole different 
vibe. There were bodies everywhere, blaster marks in the walls. 
From the looks if it, a group had been eating in said mess-area and 
didn't even have a chance to get a shot off. Another handful of dead 
were in various places around the room. Bloody streaks from the 
entryway revealed that several of the bodies had been dragged in. 


"What the..." Doran gaped in shock. 


"That movement we saw by the Rook people. They weren't 
responding to your plan, they were running for their lives," Hera 


sounded just as shocked. 


Both felt the danger a split second before it happened, diving to the 
side as a plasma pistol discharged several times. Had they not had 
the Force on their side, they would have been subject to pin-point 
accurate head-shots. 


"Another droid?" Doran called out. 


"Beskar'gam, so no," Hera replied, briefly seeing the shooter as the 
lone-gunman darted into cover. 


"Hey, can we not shoot at each other?" Doran yelled. "If possible, I'd 
really like to just talk. Maybe settle this over arm-wrestling or an 
exchange of insults or something. Why make one of us close to dead 
over this thing?" 


"There's such thing as too optimistic," Hera said in exasperation. 
"You're not with Rook," the female voice called back. 


The very familiar female voice. Doran blinked wildly. Impossible. 
"No, we're not, can we come out?" 


"Slowly," the Mandalorian answered tersely. "Arms in the air." 


Doran and Hera glanced at each other and slowly emerged. As 
Doran saw the gun-woman, his suspicions were confirmed. Despite 
her black Mandalorian armor and helmet completely concealing her 
identity, it was the Mandalorian's height and slim build that 
confirmed it. 


Doran slowly removed his helmet, giving the shooter a small, cocky 
grin. "Great to see you again, Tracyn Gedyc. It's been a while." 
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"It's been a while," Doran smiled, cradling his helmet at his side. 


The hand holding the gun was no longer steady as the black- 
armored Mandalorian took a step back. "What? How...?" 


"Aren't you a little short for a Mandalorian, though?" Doran slowly 
took a step forward. "Then again, I guess even the Mandos would 
accept an Ewok if one wanted to join up." 


"But..." The Mandalorian in pitch-black armor trembled, her gun 
completely sagging to her side. Despite her helmet, her emotions 
were clear in her words. "You're dead...the funeral...your death...it 
was broadcasted across Manda'yaim." 


"Rook Holo isn't the most reliable channel on the HoloNet," Doran 
said with a sheepish shrug. "It's me, honest. How many thirteen 
year-old baby-Wookie-sized guys do you know?" 


"Doran? You know Gedyc is a Death Watch name, right?" Hera said 
carefully, confusion clear in her voice. "Most Mandos have a kill-on- 
sight order for her kind." 


"Yeah, not this one," Doran said firmly, glaring at Hera as he took 
another step so that he was side-by-side with Tracyn. "Tracyn was 
my first friend in the training camp. Saved my life. Tracyn, this is 
Hera, the squad commander for Dinua, Jintar, and myself." 


"And of course you have to make life more complicated," Hera 
sighed. She stepped off to the side, waving a hand at them. "I'll 
contact the others, let them know that Rook no longer has a 
presence out here." 


Doran turned back to her, suddenly remembering why he was in an 
abandoned mining ship in the first place. "Tracyn, was Dinua..." 


"She was here," Tracyn confirmed, slowly reaching out to brush a 
gauntleted hand across his face. "But those Rook bastards managed 
to get her out. Don't know where they went." 


"We've got that covered," Doran said. 

Tracyn's hand fell back to her side, and she looked away. She 
hugged herself with one arm and whispered to herself. "Su'cuy gar. 
Really... You're alive..." 

"Tracyn?" He heard her exhale loudly as she holstered her blaster. 


"One moment," Tracyn said, holding up a hand to stop Doran. She 
tapped her headpiece. "Kyr'tsad, tracy'uure diryci." 


A second later, there was a shimmering electrical sound. Doran and 
Hera both jerked as over a dozen individuals appeared out of thin 
air. Tracyn rattled off a string of orders, and they sharply saluted 
her before shimmering out of sight again. 

"Your own personal commandos?" Doran managed. 


"Gedyc faction is known for its Black Ops," Tracyn said softly, her 
helmeted gaze turning to him. "And assassinations." 


"Like on Mandalore?" Doran felt slightly queasy at her admission. 
"Like on Manda'yaim," Tracyn confirmed without remorse. 

"They were civilians." 

"In my month away, I've learned that in war, there are no such 
thing," Tracyn answered softly. "You're either with us or against us. 
Anything else and you're in our way." 

"Which is why Death Watch has never gained legitimacy with the 
rest of the Mandalorians," Hera said bitterly. "Let's get going, Doran, 
we don't want Rook to become entrenched in their new position." 


"T'll go with you," Tracyn spoke up, falling into step with them. 


"You no longer have Commander Beviin's immunity," Hera 
reminded. 


"Jeban's aliit," Tracyn replied. 


"Your choice," Hera shrugged. "What about your Death Watch 
commando unit?" 


"I told them to return to base," Tracyn said, stepping over a body. 


"By the way, you didn't scrap the droid I left by the entrance, did 
you?" 


"Ion grenade. It's still in one piece," Hera answered back. 


"Oh good. A...friend of mine made it and loaned it to me. It'd hate 
to have to tell her it was scrapped." 


"Friend?" Doran spoke up. 
"Verde Vizsla," Tracyn answered. 
"I thought your factions were rivals." 


"In method only," Tracyn said. "She was happy to loan me it when I 
told her I was trying things her way." 


"Vizsla's faction is the reason why Orade had to be adopted," Hera 
said darkly. "Your Death Watch friends blew up the fueling station 
his parents were at. Firebombed his homestead." 


"They shouldn't have tried to hunt her people down," Tracyn said in 
reply. "It was self-defense." 


"Like this morning's bombing of Rook's home?" Hera said acidly. 
"Children were killed in the attack." 


"Children grow up to be soldiers, grow up seeking to avenge their 
parents," Tracyn argued right back. "The last thing I want is another 
generation of Rook continuing this fight. Snip the problem in the 
bud, and the problem ends pretty fast." 


"One problem, maybe," Hera said disdainfully. "You're really friends 
with her, Doran? My own family has a history with Death Watch. 
None of it positive." 

"Can we count this one as positive?" Doran said hopefully. 


"She just admitted to ordering the attack that killed a half-dozen 
civilians and a couple of kids," Hera said darkly. 


Doran groaned. "I am so glad my Mandalorian family can get 
together so well. It's not like Dinua's life is hanging in the balance or 
anything." 


"I never invited her along," Hera said, shaking her head. "Karabaas! 


Ghes and Ram are going to go boinkers. They barely tolerated the 
Death Watch when Mandalore let them train with the others. But 
without that protection...why did I agree to be part of your aliit, 
again?" 


"You wanted to be a big sister? Wait a minute, if we're all a happy 
Mandalorian family, wouldn't that make her your sister too?" Doran 
said. He promptly earned a rather painful swat from both women in 
each arm. 


"As if!" 
"Sisters with a terrorist? Me?" 


Doran just hung his head as the two stalked off in front of him. "Can 
this week get any worse!?" 


FtF T'ad FtF 


Apparently his week, the two and a half days of it left, could get a 
lot worse. 


"It is not funny, Jintar!" Doran groaned, the sound of weapons 
charging still echoing in the squadroom. 


"I seriously beg to differ," Jintar's hearty laugh overrode the 
powercells and blasterpacks, as he held his side, lounging in the 
couch. 


"They're trying to shoot Tracyn!" 


"She's the Kyr'tsadika. They're die-hard Mandos sworn to kill 
Kyr'tsad. What did you expect!" Jintar said, shaking his head, tears 
rolling down his eyes. "Oh man, if Jeban were here to see this." 


Doran glanced down to the petite Mandalorian girl at his side and 
saw that she had yet to draw any weapons. "Tracyn?" 


"If they were going to shoot me, they'd have done it already," she 
answered back, arms folded in front of her and staring boldly at the 
guns pointed in her face. 


"Please don't antagonize them more," Doran sighed, shaking his 
head. "Guys, seriously guns away. This one's a friendly Death Watch 
Mandalorian." 


"She doesn't even deserve the title Mandalorian if she sides with 
those hu'tuune," Ghes snarled, his blaster still hovering centimeters 
away from Tracyn's helmet. "If you count her as an ally, you can 
count me out!" 


"I have to agree," Ram said, his voice glacial. "My family has made 
it its personal goal to eliminate this stain on Mandalorian society. 
They'd roll in their graves if I said I was allied to one." 


"We don't need her help," an un-helmeted Hera added, looking 
decidedly unhappy as she leaned against the wall with her arms 
folded in front of her. "Anyone who thinks murder is appropriate is 
not someone we need on our side. You really going to give up all of 
the help your squad can give you over her?" 


"Jintar!" Doran said pleadingly. "She's your friend too, right? We 
fought side-by-side." 


"Hey, I'm on board. It's them you have to convince," Jintar gestured 
to the others. 


Doran inhaled and slowly released his breath. "Can you guys, just 
for the next two days, put aside your extreme...dislike for the 
people Tracyn work with and just help me rescue Dinua? Two days 
working with her, is that really going to send you to Mandalorian 
hell or wherever bad Mandalorians go after death?" 


Doran got stony silence in response. 


"He does have a point," Jintar finally said. "Two days, then we can 

go back to status quo. You trying to kill her people, and her people 
trying to blow up peace-loving Mandalorians in their quest to get a 
Mandalorian Empire." 


"Skirata," Tracyn said dryly. 


"It's the truth," Jintar said, holding up his hands. "If Clan Rook is 
going to lose their clan status, they technically won't be 
Mandalorians anymore. So technically, they'd be more of a target 
than Death Watch, which technically are still Mandalorians." 


"And people wonder why we Mandalorians remain a backwater 
people, with a reputation for mercenary work," Tracyn sighed, 
shaking her head. 


"Come on, Hera...Commander Wren," Doran tried. "You know the 


type of people you grew up around. Would they refuse help even if 
it's from someone they don't like?" 


Tracyn's head jerked towards Hera upon Doran's mention of her 
name and rank, but she remained silent. 


Hera shook her head almost imperceptibly at Tracyn and though 
she began to address Doran, she stared directly at Tracyn. "Doran, 
you really don't know the reputation Death Watch has. They've 
torched whole villages for not giving them support. Kidnap, murder, 
extort, and threaten whoever gets in their way. In fact, some say 
they're the reason why Mandalorian society is stuck in the rut it's in. 
Mandalorians would be able to get further if they didn't have some 
extremist faction blowing up everything and everyone they didn't 
agree with." 


"The past couple of Mandalores have been weak," Tracyn shot back 
heatedly. "Even their titles say it all. Mandalore the Resurrector, 
then Jango Fett, and before him, Mandalore the Hunter. Might as 
well been called Mandalore the Toothless for everything they 
accomplished. Under their watch, Pre Vizsla raised an army, the 
New Mandalorian leader was assassinated, and Manda'yaim went 
from a powerhouse to a backwater. In fact, if it wasn't for Jedi 
interference it'd be Clan Vizsla ruling Manda'yaim right now and its 
descendants wouldn't be so afraid of claiming the Vizsla name that 
they completely forsake their forbearers." 


"It's not fear that keeps them from doing that," Hera retorted. "It's 
common sense. No one wants to be tied to a bunch of murderous 
thugs who think shooting things is the only way to solve a 
problem." 


"It's fear," Tracyn corrected. "Fearing that their own 
accomplishments won't be enough to right the wrongs, won't be 
enough to rebrand the Vizsla name into something future 
generations could be proud of. Verde stepped up and kept her 
family name, living the life of a Vizsla with everything that 
entailed. Unlike some others who decided that being docile and 
meek, ignoring one's true heritage was a bang-up way to live." 


"Enough! Make your choice, Doran," Ghes hissed, glaring at Tracyn 
before Hera could respond. "My help or hers, you're not getting 
both. Not unless you'll let me shoot her and be done with it." 


"Two days!" Doran threw his hands up in exasperation. "Two, whole 
kriffin' days to save Dinua! Can you guys not put aside your 


differences for that long? Then, like Jintar said, you can go back to 
blasting at each other to your hearts' content!" 


"Not for Jeban," Ghes shook his head. "I doubt anyone would do 
that much for her." 


Ghes holstered his blaster, then turned around and stormed out of 
the room. 


Ram slowly shook his head. "Sorry, Doran. But you're asking too 
much. As much as I want to save Jeban, she's not worth selling my 
soul. I agreed to back you, yes. But that was before you counted 
Kyr'tsad as an ally. No True Mandalorian clan would support you." 


Doran helplessly watched as Ram similarly bowed out and left the 
squadroom. Turning to Hera, his stomach slumped at the expression 
on her face. 


"Doran, you're asking me to side with a leader of an organization 
that no one in their right mind would back. You heard her yourself, 
she's okay with her people killing others simply because they 
disagree with Death Watch methods. You brought up the crew I 
grew up with....even they wouldn't side with murderers. I'm sorry, I 
really am. I'll still help you look for Jeban, but I can't side with 
Death Watch." 


Hera ducked out of the room, her face a mask of anguish as she 
shook her head. 


The door slid shut behind her. 


"Well," Doran muttered bitterly, sitting down in one of the chairs. 
"That went well." 


"Nice seeing you again, Kyr'tsadika," Jintar said lightly from his 
position in one of the battered couches in the room. 


"You too, Skirata," Tracyn tilted her head slightly, her voice slightly 
stiff. "You won't get in trouble backing, the di'kut here over me?" 


"Please," Jintar waved her off. "We Skirata's were born to test the 
limits and make a few new ones of our own." 


Tracyn nodded. 


"You going to take off that helmet?" Jintar asked lightly. "No 


offense, but a midget Mandalorian isn't really intimidating, no 
matter how many weapons are attached to their beskar'gam." 


"T'll....keep my helmet on for now," Tracyn said hesitantly. 
"Tracyn?" Doran asked, worriedly. 


"It's more comfortable with it on," she said with false cheer. 
"Anyways, do you really want to pick me over those others? I'm 
sure they can do a lot more than I can, even if I do have a team of 
Kyr'tsadla Ramikad at my beck and call." 


"I was actually hoping I'd be lovable enough that I could get 
everyone's help," Doran muttered. 


"You're a giant hairless, baby-Wookie," Tracyn said with a giggle, 
sounding a lot like the tiny blond teen he had befriended in the first 
week. "That's not lovable, that's a reason to see a psychiatrist upon 
first sight." 


"Thanks," Doran deadpanned. 


Tracyn pulled up a chair next to him. "Seriously though. If you 
want, I can try to get Jeban back my way. Let you and the others do 
your own thing. I don't want to make the rest of your stay on this 
station any more difficult. Say the word and I'll just leave and you 
can forget about meeting me." 


"Forget about the first Mandalorian friend I met? Not likely," Doran 
smiled at her. "I'll just have to use my winning ways to get the 
others to come around. Since you flushed Rook out, we know where 
they're making their base. If we're going to attack it, though, we 
need everyone on the same page." 


"I think you're asking for a miracle," Tracyn said, her voice soft, 
almost sad. "Especially since..." 


"You broke your own vow of non-violent solutions?" Doran asked 
gently. 


Tracyn was silent for a long minute. "Yeah, that." 


"The Tracyn I met last month told me that Verde Vizsla was too 
extreme, that she'd never get the Mandalorian Empire she wanted 
through brute strength alone. It was why that Bo Katan person 
taught her diplomacy and you combat. When I heard that Rook's 


homestead had been hit...I didn't want to think you had anything to 
do with it." 


"I guess...I guess I'm more like my parents than I thought," Tracyn 
whispered with a hint of a sniffle. 


"Why?" Doran asked. "I thought you were committed to finding a 
peaceful solution." 


"That was before I thought some scum-sucking, wanna-be 
Mandalorians killed off my first real friend!" Tracyn said bitingly, 
then looked away. "The one person who accepted me not caring I 
was Kyr'tsad. Who still accepts me over his other friends despite 
everything." 


"I...I'm sorry...I didn't know Rook would..." 


"It's not your fault," Tracyn shook her head, a hand reflexively rising 
to wipe at her eyes, only to have the helmet get in her way. "I...I 
needed to be stronger." 


Doran awkwardly patted her back, the armor she wore getting in 
the way of the comfort he had intended to provide. "Neat armor." 


"Made of beskar iron," Tracyn sniffled, nodding. "Very rare stuff. 
There are said to be more inside Manda'yaim, but very deep in the 
planet. Costs a fortune to excavate and most families don't have that 
kind of resources." 


"Not too crazy about the color," Doran quipped. His goal in making 
Tracyn giggle again, succeeding. 


"Black symbolizes justice," Tracyn explained. "It's meant to 
symbolize my fight for our people." 


"Oh, and what does gold armor mean?" 

"Culturally? Vengeance," Tracyn asked. "Why?" 

"Rook's people, at least the ones I met, wore that color." 

"Figures," Tracyn shook her head. When she reached up again and 
found the helmet still in the way, she made an annoyed sound and 
undid the clasp that held it together. Rather than pull straight off 


like most Mandalorian helmets, hers opened in a clam-shell fashion, 
and the neck-guard came with it. 


Seeing her face again, Doran was again reminded of why she had 
had to leave the first time around. Where the Yuuzhan Vong 
creature's acid had hit, an expanse of pale, discolored skin stretched 
across the entire side of her face. Her affected eye was also 
cybernetic in nature, glowing a soft red to contrast her kind blue. 


"I look terrible, don't I?" Tracyn muttered, looking down at the 
ground. 


"Not terrible... Unique?" Doran tried. 


"You're horrible at making a girl feel good about herself," Tracyn 
chuckled softly, shaking her head as she wiped away the tears 
coming from her good eye. 


"Sorry." Doran murmured, his gaze focused on the discolored side of 
her face. 


"Don't be," Tracyn answered, turning both eyes to him. "I would 
have made the same choice over and over again if the chance came 
up. It's why I'm here now trying to get Jeban out of the hell she's in. 
I don't let my friends suffer if I can do something about it." 


"Jeban is never going to get over it if she's saved by the Kyr'tsadika," 
Jintar supplied with amusement. "Maybe we should just let Doran 
do the rescuing so her ego can survive." 


Tracyn smiled at Jintar, nodding with watery eyes. "I agree. Let him 
play the hero. No sense making her day any worse." 


"Great," Doran grinned. "But first, we need a plan to get everyone 
else to like Tracyn. If Overd has a small army with him, we need 
one too." 


"Orade and Zerimar's reactions to you, Kyr'tsadika, I expected," 
Jintar drawled. "But what did you do to make Commander Wren of 
all people hate you guys?" 

Tracyn hesitated, seemingly choosing her words, then blushed 
slightly. "One of the main reasons? Technically it wasn't me, just the 
die-hard members of my faction." 

"This sounds good," Jintar shook his head wryly. 


"Oh shush. They kind of shot her mom during a misunderstanding." 


"What?" Doran's eyebrows rose. 


"She survived," Tracyn said quickly. "But the wound was serious, 
nearly didn't make it." 


"And what was this misunderstanding?" Jintar prompted. 
Tracyn looked petulant. "She was painting on my granddad's tomb." 
"Oh," Jintar and Doran exchanged surprised glances. 


"Yeah," Tracyn said. "And normally I couldn't care less about it, my 
blood-ties. But the die-hard members kind of revere grandpa as a 
god. If it will help, can you pass on my apologies and best wishes?" 


"Tll take whatever I can get," Doran rubbed his face and chuckled 
softly. "And if you have any ideas on how I can make the others 
hate you less enough to work with you, I'm all ears. We need a 
solution and fast, I don't think Dinua's going to last much longer." 


FtF Ehn FtF 


Overd Rook and his allies were definitely laying low, no doubt 
licking their Kyr'tsad-inflicted wounds and tending to their losses. 
According to Tracyn, her people had literally massacred Overd's 
people inside their base. They had started during meal-time, 
mowing down everyone in the rec-room. The blaster-fire had 
caused Overd and the others to flee, but not before losing a good 
third of his people in the ensuing slaughter. By Tracyn's count, 
Doran had then destroyed another sizable fraction in his fast and 
furious evasion of Rook's mounted minions. Doran, Tracyn, and 
Jintar all agreed that Rook would be spending the rest of the day, if 
not the next few days, recovering from the shock. 


Which was great considering Doran needed to get his own house in 
order. Tracyn had actually come up with the idea. Appeal to the 
others' sense of mercenary-ism, if that was even a word. One of her 
gripes about the current day's Mando was that they were all too 
eager to sell out for a paycheck, to trade a favor for a favor. If 
Doran wanted them to really get on board, he had to give them 
added incentives, since apparently Dinua's life wasn't worth that 
much to them in the first place. For all the talk about Mandalorians 
being family, apparently even Mandos had limits as to what they'd 
do for someone 'not of the clan’. 


"I don't want to hear it, Narod," Ghes said coolly, as Doran pulled 


up a seat next to him in the mess-hall. 


Doran placed his dinner-tray down and glanced to Ghes. "Tracyn 
has a counter-offer." 


"I don't want anything she's selling," Ghes shook his head. "Would 
you be able to ally with her if it was your parents her people 
killed?" 

"So you don't want the identities and locations of the Death Watch 
members who killed your family?" Doran said evenly, taking a slow 
sip of water and watching the blond Mandalorian pause. He was 
fortunate that his helmet had a slot that slid to the side, though 
eating and drinking was still fairly difficult. 

"I know their names already," Ghes said slowly. 

"But their locations?" 

"She would betray her own people?" 

"Technically they're Vizsla's people," Doran shrugged. "More 
militant members of her faction apparently. According to Tracyn, 
Verde's been trying to find ways to get rid of her most fanatical. 
Says they get in the way." 


"And you wonder why Kyr'tsad has such a bad name. They not only 
kill honest Mandalorians, they stab each other in the back too." 


"You want the locations or not? Tracyn's willing to give them to you 
even if you decide not to help us." 


"Why?" 
"Why, what?" 
"Why would she do such a thing, even if I don't help?" 


"It's who she is," Doran answered, cutting a piece of steak and 
popping it into his mouth. 


"The locations," Ghes finally said. 


Doran slid a datapad over to him. "According to Tracyn, that info 
should be good for another few weeks." 


Ghes took the datapad, looked it over, and then slipped it into his 
cloth tunic. "Still not working with her." 


"Can you work...I don't know....parallel to her? I can be the middle- 
person for everything and you can avoid her. For Dinua?" 


Ghes let out an exasperated noise. "You're persistently annoying, 
anyone tell you that?" 


"Dinua has." 

"It's a wonder she hasn't vented your shebs," Ghes muttered. "Fine. 
I'll help, I'll work with you...just keep her as far away from me as 
possible. Now if you'll excuse me, I need to call my clan and pass on 
some information." 

Doran nodded, waving at Ghes as he stood and left the table. He 
then scanned the area and saw both Hera and Ram seated with the 
rest of his training squad at another table. 

"Narod," Hera greeted. 

"Commander Wren," Doran voiced. 


"Thought you'd be on a ship far from here." Roegr, one of the other 
Mandalorians on the squad and not 'in the know' interrupted. 


"Would, but my ship blew up," Doran said dryly. "Zerimar, catch." 


Ram caught the datapad Doran flicked in his direction. "What is 
this?" 


"List of Kyr'tsad bases and safe-houses," Doran said, to the stunned 
shock of the others. 


"Just like that?" Ram raised an eyebrow. 

"Different factions," Doran said in explanation. 

"She wants us to do her dirty work?" Ram said darkly. 

"Do whatever you want with the info," Doran shrugged. "She just 
thought it'd be a nice 'thank you for not blasting me at first sight' 


present." 


"Won't her own people have something to say about it?" 


"Like I said, different factions," Doran shrugged. He set his tray 
down again. "And Commander Wren, she wants to apologize for the 
guys that shot your mom. Said it was nothing personal, but she 
really shouldn't have spray-painted the Gedyc tomb with a picture 
of a laughing Mandalore. Oh, and she asks if you can call your 
brothers off too. Apparently, having two...talented...brothers 
chasing her people kind of makes life difficult for them." 


"Good," Hera muttered. She looked at him again and shook her 
head. "D...Esti...Come on, you can't expect me to just let it go just 
like that! Mom has a permanent scar because of that plasma round. 
If it wasn't for dad's...talents with medicine, she might have been 
paralyzed for life." 


"But she's alive, able to walk, and still can paint, right?" Doran tried. 
Hera grumbled something under her breath. 


"Commander?" Moburi, another Mandalorian in their training squad 
asked. "Should we get rid of this guy?" 


"No," Hera sighed, much to Doran's relief as seven hulking 
Mandalorians had all stood at once in preparation to back their 
commander. "No. He's just trying to help get Jeban back." 


"Who'd want her back?" One of the Mandos snorted, earning several 
nodding chuckles from the others. 


"She's a part of this squad," Hera chastised darkly. "If you were the 
ones in Rook's hands, would you want me to have the same 
attitude?" 

"That's my cue to exit," Doran said lightly, taking a step back. "The 
offer's still open, Commander Wren. Like you said, Dinua was a part 
of your squad. Would you really turn away a helping hand?" 


"Just go," Hera groaned, shaking her head. "I'll meet up with Skirata 
in the squad room later. Speaking of, where is that giant lug?" 


"Keeping our mutual friend company." 
"Trying to make sure no one else shoots her," Hera clarified. 


"Yeah, that. No idea that you meant there literally was a shoot-on- 
sight order." 


"Hey, Mandalore's father offed the last great Vizsla leader. He wants 
to make sure Death Watch doesn't start up again on his watch," 
Hera shrugged. "Can't blame him." 


"So...we still a team?" 


"We've always been a team, dikut. Just slightly fragmented at the 
moment. I'll get Jeban to boink you over the head one when we get 
her back," Hera muttered, rolling her eyes and returning to her 
meal. 


"Ram?" 


The sniper glanced at the list in his hands, at the other members of 
their training squad, and let out a groan. "If the commander and 
Orade are in, I am too. But I'm counting on you to explain to my 
clan why I'm working with that girl." 


"Great! The family's all back together." 
"Don't push it," Hera shooed him away. 
"What are you talking about, commander?" Roegr asked. 


"Top secret mission," Hera said dryly. "Involving a fool, an idiot, a 
brainless wonder, a grumpy moron, and an ever-suffering big 
sister." 


Doran listened to the list. "Sooooo, which one am I?" 
Hera threw her bread roll at him. "If you have to ask." 
"Going now! And thanks!" 


Doran did a fist pump the minute he was out of the mess. Sure, he 
had more or less purchased his 'family' with bribes, bribes that will 
undoubtedly lead to more than a few deaths, but at least he 
managed to get the team back together and that's what counted... 
right? 


His walk slowed, and he entered a side-room as the repercussions of 
his 'bribe' began to sink in. Enthusiasm waning, Doran closed his 
eyes. He had just passed along information that will lead to the 
deaths of a bunch of individuals. No matter how deserving they 
might be, was he right to value Dinua's life over theirs? He let out a 
groan, maybe he was letting his Mandalorian buddies influence him 


a bit too much. Then again, what was a few murderers and 
backstabbers compared to Dinua's rescue from another group of 
thugs? 


"Really have to stop over-thinking things." 


"Escaped from Jintar?" Doran turned and saw Tracyn, still in her 
black armored outfit, standing behind him. She stepped into the 
room, looking at him curiously. 


"I think an Ewok on Juma juice could escape from him," Tracyn 
smiled kindly. "So what's going on in that head of yours?" 


"Just thinking about the people I've probably condemned to death 
by handing their names and locations out to people who really want 
to kill them," Doran answered wryly. "You really aren't concerned 
about their deaths?" 


"I'm giving those guys what they wanted, blazing glory, guns 
blasting, fight with True Mandalorians to the death," Tracyn 
answered back. "And like I told you when I gave you that list, those 
are Kyr'tsad who have taken a liking to killing and bombing a bit 
more than healthy. The type who will never be able to settle down 
even if we get what we want. The old guard if you will, the ones 
who've been fighting for ages and don't know any other way." 


"So Ram was right, you and Verde are using the True Mandalorians 
to get rid of your rivals and anyone who you feel won't help your 
cause?" 


"In a nutshell, yeah. But what do they care? They have a mercenary 
mentality thanks to people like Fett. To them, Kyr'tsad is Kyr'tsad. 
Doesn't matter if they follow me, or Vizsla or those other factions 
out there. Believe me when I say it, dikut, but the guys I named are 
not people you'd ever want to associate with. Are not people I 
would want to associate myself with even if we both call each other 
Kyr'tsad. You're doing the galaxy a favor." 


"Still sentencing people to their deaths." 

"They did that all on their own," Tracyn said. "At some point, they 
decided to cross the line and live on the other side. They're just 
paying the price now." 


"And how is what you did to Rook any different?" Doran argued. 
"You wanted a non-violent solution, but why in blazes do you have 


Death Watch commandos at your beck and call?" 


"Inherited them," Tracyn retorted. "It was either me giving them 
orders, or letting someone like Vizsla make use of them in ways we 
would both not like. And what I did with Rook was a targeted 
retaliation against the people I thought killed my friend. What the 
old guard Kyr'tsad do is randomly bomb speeder-stations, villages, 
and buildings for the sole purpose of spreading terror. But if you 
want, I can leave you and the others alone." 


"No," Doran said quickly. He wanted to run his hands through his 
hair in aggravation but his helmet kept him from doing that. He 
settled for balling his hands into fists and pounding the nearby wall. 
"No, it's not that I want you to go. It's just...I'm having a hard time 
wrapping my head around the fact that you're the leader of a 
Mandalorian terrorist cell who turns a blind eye to the violence of 
the other factions if it advances your goals." 


"You didn't seem to have a problem with it when we first met." 


"That was before I knew everything else about Death Watch," he 
threw his hands up. "Come on. It's been a full month! You really 
think I could be stuck in this place and not change?" 


Tracyn placed a hand on her hip and canted it to the side, face 
unreadable. "So, like I said, if you can't handle it, I can take off." 


"Blast it, Tracyn!" Doran groaned, canting his head back towards the 
rusted ceiling. He released a slow breath and checked over his 
shoulder to make sure they hadn't drawn any audience. The door 
was still closed, and he doubted anyone would enter the cleaning 
supply closet he realized he was now in. With a sigh, he took off his 
helmet and smiled weakly at Tracyn. "I know things are different 
now. And unless you were really putting on an act when we first 
met, neither of us are the same person from a month ago. But I 
could really use your help, your friendship because I'm just a 
thirteen year old guy just trying to get by in this crazy galaxy. All I 
can do is moonlight as a Mando in training and wave my hand and 
make cool things happen." 


Tracyn's expression softened, a small smile flittering across her lips. 
She stepped forward, gazing up at him earnestly. "Then let's wave 
our hands and make Jeban reappear. Regardless of where we come 
from, I'm like you, Doran. I stick with my friends, for good and for 
bad." 


Doran smiled in relief, an expression mirrored by Tracyn as they 
clasped forearms. "Rook won't know what hit them." 


FtF Cuir FtF 


The 'team' gathered around the holo-table, as Hera gestured to the 
center display. "Rook's new base is beyond the Flatlands, in a hilly 
region that overlooks it. This gives them a line-of-sight for anyone 
or thing coming from this base." 


"Overd only has a few core Clan Rook members with him," Tracyn 
voiced. "When my people raided his first base, a lot of them were 
mercenaries or thugs who thought they'd up their rep by hanging 
out with a Mandalorian." 


"That explains how he got his small army," Ram said with a frown. 
"I didn't think the rest of his clan would support a school-yard 
vendetta like this." 


"It just means that they might carry the Rook name, but are less of a 
Mandalorian than Doran is, no offense." 


"None taken," Doran drawled. 


"I can't see any easy way to approach this base," Ghes said, on the 
opposite side of the room of Tracyn. The holo-map showed the 
mound of solid volcanic rock the base was carved into. "And with 
the commander's brother unable to return, we have no ship to drop 
us off on the opposite side." 


"We did just get Ordo's ship blown up," Jintar voiced. "Maybe we 
can sweet-talk Clan Ordo into loaning a ship." 


"Or go to the Vongese and tell them we know where the people who 
got their soldiers blown up are," Ram said. 


"They might bombard Rook's location from orbit," Doran argued." 
And Dinua’s still with them." 


"We have to take their focus away somehow," Jintar said, scanning 
the holo-readout of the terrain. 


"A distraction," Tracyn voiced. "We can send Doran in to get Jeban 
out while the rest of us are raising all sorts of hell outside their 
base. Heck, if we can get both Ordo and the Vongese into this, we'll 
definitely keep Overd's attention elsewhere." 


"You up for it, Doran?" Hera looked to the youngest person in the 
room. "Chances are we'll be too tied up with Rook's people to help if 
something goes wrong." 


"I can back him up," Jintar voiced. 


"No offense, Baby Wookie Number Two," Tracyn shook her head. 
"One giant infiltrating the place will be hard enough, but two?" 


"He'll be fine," Ram said. "Remember, he, Skirata, and Jeban were 
the only ones of us not to get mowed down in the training exercises. 
That means he outlasted eight others who've been training to be 
Mandos since birth." 


"That still leaves the question of bringing in the Yuuzhan Vong," 
Doran said. "Given how they aren't that afraid to destroy whole 
planets and massacre entire peoples, do we really want their 
support?" 


"Might not have a choice," Ghes exhaled, turning his gaze away 
from the holo. "If Rook has any sharpshooters in their base, 
anything crossing the Flatlands is fair game." 


"Also, from what I've heard of the Vongese, they might take their 
frustrations out on the rest of the Mandalorians if we don't point 
them in the right direction," Ram nodded. 


"That'll be cutting it close then," Hera said grimly. "I highly doubt 
the Vongese will care if any of our people are in the line of fire. 
Esti, you're going to have a very narrow window to get Jeban out of 
there." 


"I can handle it," Doran answered with more confidence than he 
felt. "Don't really have a choice, right?" 


"We always have a choice," Hera smiled faintly. "It's whether we're 
brave enough to make the right one when it counts that matters." 


"Are we doing anything with Ordo?" Jintar asked. "We did, kind of, 
get their hangar blown up." 


"They're hammering Rook elsewhere," Hera said. "While you and 
Esti were trying to win Zerimar, Orade, and myself over, there was 
a follow up HoloNet newsflash. Ordo's put their political muscle 
behind Kad Skirata's initiative in getting Rook kicked off of 
Mandalore. We can always ask, but I don't think they want to get 


any more involved." 


"How are we going to get the Vongese to help?" Ghes said. "It's not 
like we can just walk up to their camp and speak with their leader." 


"Probably better if their leader never sees Doran or I," Jintar voiced. 
"We kind of got on his bad-side somehow." 


"I can't imagine how," Hera deadpanned. "I take it this means he'll 
be more than eager to bombard the place from orbit if he knows 
Esti is there?" 

Doran and Jintar exchanged a glance, then nodded. "Yup." 

"You have a polarizing effect on people, don't you?" Tracyn laughed. 
"You still have your Narod Esti identity," Hera chuckled. "Everyone 
still thinks Doran is dead. We can add a bit of makeup in case Gorak 
Lah wants you to take your helmet off, but I don't think he'll care. 
As long as you keep your mouth closed, we should be fine." 


"Your call," Doran shrugged. "Let's just hope they don't have any of 
those Force-detecting animals with them." 


Hera nodded in understanding. "We can send Ram and Ghes in first 
to make sure everything is clear." 


"Not a problem," Ram answered. 


"Let's get to it then," Ghes added. "The longer we take, the more 
time Rook will have to regroup." 


"We have to wait for sun-up," Tracyn said aloud. 

"What?" All the eyes in the room looked to her. 

"Sun-up?" 

"The rules," Tracyn reminded softly. "Rook left you guys alone for 
Doran's funeral. We have to do the same. They're still Mandalorians 


until Manda'yaim says otherwise." 


"You're kidding, right?" Ghes said in disbelief. "Do you know what 
they're doing to Jeban at the moment?" 


"I'm a girl and have a fairly good imagination, so yes," Tracyn 


replied evenly. "But our culture, what makes us Mandalorian, can't 
be thrown aside because it's an inconvenience. If we can so easily 
discard what makes us Mandalorian, then we're no better off than 
hired thugs who'll betray allies for credits or a leg-up on our 
enemies." 


Ghes stood, glaring at Tracyn. "I will not be lectured about being a 
Mandalorian by a Kyr'tsad bi..." 


"Orade, stand down," Hera said darkly. 
"Commander, she..." 


"Is right," Hera said. "Rook might be full of thugs and idiots, but 
under Mando law, they still have full protection of Mandalore. Just 
because the law isn't working our way doesn't mean we can change 
it. We'll rest up tonight and then tomorrow go to the Vongese 
commander. Jeban's held out for this long, she can last another few 
hours." 


Ghes just shook his head and headed for the door. "I'll see you all in 
the hangar then. Make sure we have different speeders. I'm not 
riding with her." 


"Kyr'tsadika," Jintar sighed. 


"What? I was just speaking the truth," Tracyn said. "If even scum 
like Rook can respect the rules..." 


"It's not that," Jintar sighed. "We're all allies here, no need to accuse 
each other of being less Mando than the other." 


"I never said that." 


"It's what it sounded like," Ram spoke, his lips thin. "If you really 
want to win people over, Gedyc, you can't talk down to them or 
lecture them on what it means to be Mandalorian. We all follow our 
own paths, there is no set definition. Trying to force conformity on 
a society that has not had a centralized government in hundreds of 
years will not win you any friends." 


"Fine," Tracyn muttered, her eyes flicking over to Doran. "Maybe if 
it's better I stay on base while you guys talk with the Vongese. Don't 
want anyone's feelings to be hurt at the wrong moment." 


"It's probably for the best," Hera said, face impassive. "We're just 


meeting with the Yuuzhan Vong commander, no need for Kyr'tsad 
blaster or blade." 


"Keep Doran safe, Wren," Tracyn said evenly. "I don't want to find 
out he's still alive only to lose him for real a couple hours later." 


"Despite his best efforts, I will definitely try," Hera smiled a small 
smile at the other teen. She looked to the others. "Rest up, we leave 
at first light." 


FtF Rayshe'a FtF 

"I have a bad feeling about this," Doran muttered as he walked in 
full Ubese environmental suit towards the Yuuzhan Vong command 
camp. 

"It's just your nerves," Jintar muttered. "Don't get jittery, I'm sure 
you've had a lot of people who wanted to kill you before. Now is no 
different." 

"Generally, I'm running away from those people, not walking 
towards them with a confident swagger pretending I'm someone I'm 
not." 

"So, you're growing a pair, big deal." 

"Growing a pair makes you stupider?" Doran said in turn. 


"Not stupider, just selectively apathetic when it comes to things that 
once seemed life-threatening." 


"That's not reassuring at all." 

"You two should start your own stand-up comedy show on base," 
Hera said, her tone expressing her annoyance. It was really early in 
the morning, much to early for her to deal with the both of them. 
"Really, Jeban has to put up with this every day?" 

"More or less," Doran and Jintar said in unison. 


"Commander, it's clear. You're not going to meet with Gorak Lah, but 
with the local base commander." 


"Finally," Hera said in relief, shooting the two a dirty look. "We're 
on our way. Be there in two." 


The speeder door opened and Jintar and Doran flanked the slightly 
shorter Hera towards a purple and orange coral structure several 
stories high. The building itself was in the middle of a giant 
encampment that hosted several hundred of the extra-galactic alien 
race. All around Doran could hear the guttural language of the 
Yuuzhan Vong being spoken, the meaning escaping even his Force- 
enhanced understanding. There were several mammoth-sized 
animals in a nearby stable, grazing on what looked suspiciously like 
body-parts of various races. A stretch of open land had warriors 
sparring with their living spear-like whips. And for once, Doran was 
grateful that he was on the good-side of these people. Extremely 
pitied Overd Rook and his people that they were not. 


Doran and Jintar silently followed Hera into the building, passing 
by several other Yuuzhan Vong not in armor, performing a variety 
of tasks. These Yuuzhan Vong didn't look like warriors at all, 
lacking both the musculature and imposing aura the ones outside 
had. Rather, they looked almost like scientists. The various 
creatures living on their bodies, however, definitely made them 
look far from harmless. 


A scarred-faced Yuuzhan Vong met the trio and gestured for them 
to enter a nearby room. The trio did, and Ram and Ghes greeted 
them with a nod and salute. 


"Commander," they both rose to their feet. 


"At ease," Hera said, maintaining a professional air to 'impress' their 
observers. 


"Commander, this is Attendant Kah Anor, overseer of this base." 


"I am honored that you have time for one such as myself," Hera 
said, bowing low before the indicated Yuuzhan Vong. Jintar and 
Doran quickly mimicked her position. Said Yuuzhan Vong was a 
slender man, pale gray-purple skin blemished by only a few scars. 
He seemed neither a warrior nor scientist. Doran guessed 
bureaucrat by the superior way the man sat in a throne of living 
plant-like polyps. He had the airs of someone who was used to 
giving out orders and having them followed, even if it looked as if 
everyone outside the building could snap him like a twig. 


"Do not waste my time, hunter. You will tell me the information 
you have or I will feed you to the rakamat!" 


"Yes, Attendant," Hera said quickly. "When my clan learned that 


your men were killed in the spaceport, we were tasked by our base 
commander to find the culprits responsible. We do not want such an 
incident straining the good relations the Mandalorians have with 
your fearsome people." 


"And?" Kah Anor said shortly. 


Hera held out a datapad. "We have located Overd Rook and his 
men. They are in a sheltered area several hundred kilometers from 
our base." 


The Intendant took the datapad almost as if it were something 
disgusting. "You have done well. Leave." 


"If I may beg just another minute of your time, oh wise one," Hera 
said quickly. 


"Speak." 


"In ascertaining their location, Overd Rook has taken one of my 
people prisoner. In the interest of maintaining our alliance I beg 
that you give my people time to extract her before you bombard the 
place from orbit." 


Kah Anor snorted. "What do you take me for? Some whimpering 
New Republic commander afraid of getting his hands dirty? 
Bombard a place from orbit? It smacks of cowardice!" 


"I meant no offense," Hera said, eyes wide in her helmet. 


"No, these cowardly fools dare betray the Yuuzhan Vong, dare make 
me order the death of the commander foolish enough to believe 
their information. Jedi artifacts in the hangar? What nonsense. The 
men and women of Domain Lah are bred for battle and will meet 
these transgressors with amphistaff and coufee! You and your 
people will have all the time they need. We will only bombard their 
base, wiping their stench from this planet, once the last of them lie 
dying on the ground!" 


Doran resisted the very powerful urge to clap at the man's bravado, 
wondering at the same time just how big a threat the Yuuzhan Vong 
could be if they'd rather send people into a meat-grinder than blast 
a place from orbit. 


"You are wise and benevolent," Hera said, the tone of her voice, 
though praising, also carried that same question in Doran's mind. 


"Will you require the assistance of my clan in the fighting or are we 
free to rescue our agent?" 


"Do what you will," Kah Anor said apathetically. "Just know that 
Domain Lah's warriors will not differentiate between the traitorous 
Mandalorians and your people. When Domain Lah is done, they will 
leave a smoking pit as a reminder to all the other Mandalorian clans 
not to betray us." 


"I appreciate the warning," Hera inclined her head. "May we take 
leave now to prepare for the assault?" 


"Do so." The Yuuzhan Vong made a shoo-ing motion, and the group 
of young Mandalorians retreated from the building. 


"Yay, something went our way for once," Jintar cheered under his 
breath. 


"If ‘our way' you mean we now have to rescue Jeban as the Vongese 
pound the area around Rook's base into a modern-day 
representation of dar'yaim, sure," Ram said with a wry chuckle. 


"Dar where?" Doran said. 


"Think about a place you never ever want to end up, multiply it by 
a thousand-fold, and you can never ever leave it," Ram answered 
back. 


"Hell is one way to put it," Ghes added. "I know several cultures we 
Mandos work with have that concept of an afterlife all the bad girls 
and boys go to." 


"Ah," Doran nodded in understanding. "So we have to rescue Dinua 
as the Yuuzhan Vong blow the place up around us, it's not like we'll 
have to worry about Rook's people now." 


"Nah, just the homicidal aliens who will indiscriminately be 
targeting the general area we'll be in without any care for our well- 
being even if we're supposed to be allies," Jintar shrugged. "Piece of 
cake." 


"Judging from what I've heard," Hera got back into the speeder. "It 
sounds as if the Vongese are going to be launching a full frontal 
assault. We can see if Tracyn can loan us a ship and deposit us 
night-shade side." 


"We really have to rely on her?" Ghes muttered, shaking his head. 
"You have a ship handy, Orade?" Hera asked lightly. 


"I'm just saying, Kyr'tsad are not to be trusted. Chances are they'll 
drop us directly into the line of fire of either the Vongese or Rook." 


"Tracyn's people wouldn't do that," Doran spoke up. 


"Sorry, but I really don't want to take your word for it," Ghes said 
dryly. "It's bad enough that you've got me working alongside the 
leader of one of their terrorist cells, don't expect me to like any part 
of it though." 


"I know better than to ask for a miracle," Doran said before he could 
stop himself, earning a thump from both Hera and Jintar. 


"Hey guys, check out our six," Ram gestured, glancing out the back 
window of their speeder. 


Hera turned the speeder parallel to the sight, and the Mandos 
onboard all gaped at what Ram had seen. A Yuuzhan Vong dropship 
easily half the size of a Star Destroyer had offloaded a bulbous- 
headed, four-legged creature. The creature, plated with black 
armor-like skin and emitting some type of mist, woke from 
whatever induced slumber it had been in and slowly rose on 
spindlely legs to an impressive height. 


"Osi'kyr!" Ghes rasped. "What is that beast?" 


The creature was easily as tall as the training base, and the base 
itself was floating a good one-hundred meters off the ground. The 
creature let out a bellowing roar, a jet of flame streaking out into 
the sky and making the early-morning sun look dim in comparison. 


"Almost have to feel sorry for Overd and his people," Doran 
grimaced. "They're going to get massacred." 


"And Jeban with them if we don't get her out," Jintar said, eyes 
wide at the gargantuan-sized creature. 


"And us too if we get stuck between Rook and the Vong," Hera 
managed, shaking her head. "We're only going to have one shot at 
this, let's not mess it up." 


FtF Resol FtF 


Doran sat in his harnessed chair, feeling the ship's engines vibrate 
as it soared through the atmosphere. Next to him were Jintar and 
Ghes, their faces almost blank in the dim lighting of the aft 
compartment. Ram was seated across from, triple-checking his 
weaponry even as the ship hit a patch of turbulence and bounced 
everyone in their seat. 


"Mando'ade, Kyr'tsad, drop o'r ta'raysh," the pilot's voice came over 
the intercom. 


"Drop in ten," Tracyn supplied for Doran. She was seated in a 
similar harnessed chair, but in the center of the rectangular 
compartment. 


"Thanks," a dry-mouthed Doran smiled weakly. 


Tracyn's faction's motherbase was an antiquated Mandalorian 
cruiser over a century old and had actually been docked on 
Gargon's moon. A quick call to the base, and her faction had 
provided an equally old dropship...emphasis on the word ‘drop. 
Meant for quick insertions, the entire troop-compartment of the 
dropship detached from the rest of the vessel and deposited the 
troops in Basilisk war-droid style—Doran had no idea what a 
Basilisk war-droid was but he assumed that since it was 
Mandalorian it was designed to kill people while looking 
impressively awesome at the same time. He could only guess that 
the pod's capabilities had something to do with the four laser 
cannons strapped on the outer-side of each of the walls. 


"Besbe'trayce cuyi nadala." 

"Confirmed," Tracyn said in turn. "Weapon's are hot." 

"Rayshe'a, cuir, ehn, ta'd, solus. Oya, al'verde." 

There was a mechanical thunking sound, the entire compartment 
once again vibrating wildly as various hydraulics and gears kicked 
in. And suddenly, silence. The swooping feeling in Doran's stomach 
told him that they were in a free-fall and his knuckles turned white 
as he gripped his harness. 


"Vongese al'verde, we're en route. You may begin your attack," 
Tracyn said over comm-frequencies. 


An explosion echoed outside the compartment. 


"What was that!" Doran yelled over the vibrations. 


"Surface-to-air missile," Tracyn called out. "The dikute have never 
faced real Mandalorians in battle." 


Doran saw her press a button, and the distinct sound of laser fire 
roared from all around them. Another button, and Doran had the 
impression that they were accelerating. Which wasn't all that 
reassuring considering they had reached terminal velocity already 
and were heading straight for the ground. If one was looking 
outside, one would see the glowing-red meteor of a drop-container, 
firing streams of red lasers and streaking almost suicidally towards 
the solid rocky ground. 


"Yeeeeeeeee-ha!" Jintar yelled out, hands gripping his shoulder 
harness as Doran felt as if his bones were about to vibrate right out 
of his body. He would have actually thrown up if it wasn't for the 
fact he was still wearing his Ubese helmet and the vomit would 
have no-where to go. 


The rectangular compartment's lower after-burners kicked in, 
bringing the vessel horizontal while pulling some serious g-forces at 
the same time. The container made contact with the ground in a 
jarring slam, again jerking the people in their harnesses. 


"We've touched down," Tracyn called out, unbuckling her harness 
and hitting a button which popped the back of the container 
outwards like a missile. "Everyone still have their breakfast in their 
stomachs?" 


"Barely." Doran was glad that both Ram and Ghes looked as green 
as he felt. 


"We're two-klicks from the coordinates you gave us," Tracyn said, 
helping Doran out of his harness and patting him on the back 
almost knowingly. 

They heard an explosion in the distance. 


"And there's the Vongese attack," Ram said grimly, slinging his 
sniper-rifle onto his back. 


They stepped out of the container and into the near complete 
darkness of night-shade side. 


"Where's the guy that fired the missile at us?" Ghes asked. 


Tracyn tilted her helmeted head at him. "Where do you think we 
landed?" 


The Mandalorians glanced back at the container and saw a pair of 
red-armored boots connected to a pair of legs, connected to what 
was probably left of the Mandalorian under the container. 


"The guy had droid support, so we'll probably run into similar set- 
ups," Tracyn voiced. 


"If Rook tries to use droids on the Vongese," Jintar paled slightly. 
Another massive explosion boomed out across the darkened 
landscape. "We better hurry." 


They scrambled through the darkness, the stars above and the glow 
from Gargon's shattered moon the only source of light. All were 
wearing some form of night-vision though, from Tracyn, Hera, and 
Doran's helmets, to the visors worn by the other three up-and- 
coming Mandos. In the distance, they could hear an almost 
continuous litany of explosions and realized that the Rook forces 
had really been prepared for any frontal attack. 


"How do the Yuuzhan Vong expect to beat a galaxy if their tactics 
are to just throw a bunch of people into the meat-grinder?" Doran 
muttered in a low voice as they more or less sprinted across the 
uneven terrain. 


"It's not like the galaxy is united or anything," Jintar shrugged. "The 
New Republic is full of holes and mistrust. Heck, the Vongese 
crashed a moon onto a planet and the New Republic still hasn't 
launched any sort of offensive." 


"Quiet!" Ram called out. 


The group fell silent, the only sound that could be heard was an 
eerie whistling noise from above. The whistling noise stopped, and 
the entire sky seemed to light up as a brilliant flare detonated. 
Doran had to take off his helmet and rub at his eyes from the 
sudden, blinding light. More whistling promptly followed 


"Scatter!" Hera yelled, the group scrambling away from one and 
other. The first mortar shell landed, sending fragments of glassed 
rock and metal flying every which way. 


The whistling sound intensified, and mortar shells began to rain 
down all around them. 


"They have us sighted!" Ghes yelped, another shell spraying him 
with rocky shrapnel. 


"Press forward!" Hera ordered. "Doran, split up from the rest of us, 
we'll draw their fire!" 


Doran nodded. As much as he didn't want to leave his friends, 
Hera's lesson from the beginning of the week stuck. This was his 
squad, and she was squad leader. Orders were orders. They were 
doing their part so he could do his. He waited for the next wave of 
shells to land before crawling on his belly away from the group. 


The others began firing their blasters in the general direction of the 
artillery, their barrel flashes allowing the artillery crews to narrow 
their firing. Though he had dropped his helmet in shock when the 
first artillery shell exploded, the illumination flares continued to 
light up the sky. 


He scrambled his way up the uneven rocky ground, staying low 
even as the sound of falling shells became fainter. The overhead 
view of Rook's base showed a bunker-like mound just jutting out of 
a glassy hill of solid rock. There appeared to be no visible way in, 
but Doran knew that the place had to have a skiff-sized entrance to 
let Rook's convoy of skiffs enter the base. He continued to climb 
carefully over the glassy rock surface, noting with mild annoyance 
that the surface was every bit as sharp as the Flatlands, and was 
cutting up his Ubese environmental suit pretty fast. He saw a flare 
of bright light from somewhere in front and knew that the Yuuzhan 
Vong attack was picking up steam. It was both good and bad. Good 
in that Rook's people would probably run in the face of such 
overwhelming opposition. Bad in that the Yuuzhan Vong had 
promised to blast the bunker to bits once the fighting was finished. 


"Open up," Doran muttered, feeling his way along the surface. 
"Come on." 


The Force chose that moment to help him out. Doran felt the 
ground vibrate and at first thought it was another explosion. But 
then he realized that the rocky incline he was on was swinging 
upwards. It took him a minute, but he quickly caught on to the fact 
that he was on top of the hangar door. He heard several voices 
yelling in Huttese and Basic, and saw two skiffs dart out as if hell 
itself was chasing them. 


From another explosion on the Yuuzhan Vong flank, it was probably 
a fair approximation. 


"Cowards!" A voice yelled. "We are Mandalorian! Come back and 
fight or Clan Rook will remember your names and hunt you down!" 


Doran crept to the edge of the hangar door and glanced over the 
side. One of Overd's gold-armored Mandalorians was shaking his 
fist at the departing skiffs, his rage clear even muffled by his 
helmet. The Mandalorian threw his hands up in the air, and then 
moved to a control panel. The door began to close with a steady 
whir of machinery. Doran loaded his slingshot and let fly another 
ion pellet. The blue projectile hit its mark, and the Mandalorian 
twitched and convulsed where he was as the electronics in his 
armor overloaded. Doran dropped to the ground and darted into the 
hangar towards the Mandalorian as the door slammed shut behind 
him. The man freed his blaster and squeezed the trigger, but the ion 
charge had fried the gun. In frustration, he took a swing at Doran, 
using the blaster as a club. Doran grabbed the outstretched arm and 
turned the convulsing Mando's momentum against him, depositing 
the man to the floor. 


The Mandalorian wasn't without training, however, and tried to 
perform a leg-sweep. Doran had seen it coming and leaped up, his 
full weight landing on the Mando's kneecap. Said Mando howled in 
pain, reflexively reaching for his damaged limb. Doran put the man 
out of his misery with a booted foot to the man's helmeted head. 
The impact reverberated through Doran's limb, but also knocked the 
man out. Using some rope from the man's utility belt, Doran then 
bound the Mandalorian in a hogtie and hefted the man onto the 
deck of one of the remaining skiffs where he was out of sight. 


Doran then took stock of his situation. Apparently Rook had a 
predilection for making bases out of abandoned sites. Right away 
Doran could see that the place had once been a heavy mining 
facility, antiquated equipment, stripped down of course, still lined 
the hangar walls. There was even an oily and dirt-covered sign of 
Sienar Fleet Systems right above the main door way out. 


Speaking of main doorway. Doran tried the door panel, but the 
heavy-duty doors refused to budge. Using the Mandalorian's blaster 
had Doran yelping as the laser-bolt reflected off the magnetically 
sealed door. Doran cast a dirty look at the unconscious Mando in 
the skiff. Of course he had to knock the guy out before getting 
answers. With a grunt of frustration, Doran threw the blaster aside 
and began to look for an alternate route. He spotted it only a few 
seconds later, a ventilation duct directly over the main door. Only 
problem was, it was a pretty narrow space, and he was a pretty big 
thirteen year old. 


Doran shucked off his torn up Ubese environmental suit and inhaled 
as the bitter cold of Gargon made itself known through the rough- 
woven clothing all Mandos in the training base wore. Shaking 
himself to adjust to the sudden temperature change, he clambered 
over several crates stacked near the door. The mesh covering the 
vent was rusted and caked with dirt, giving away after just a couple 
of kicks. He swung himself into the vent, once again cursing the fact 
that he was nearly two-meters tall despite his thirteen years of age. 
Then again, his dad was a big man and managed to get 
by....probably why his father loved blowing things up, explosives 
made doorways and annoying ventilation shafts a lot bigger. 


Huffing and puffing as he squeezed himself through the vent Doran 
fought the urge to sneeze multiple times. In all the holo-vids he'd 
seen, whenever the hero had to traverse something via pipe or 
shaft, the way was always sparkly clean and always led directly to 
where the hero wanted to go. In real life, of course, that wasn't the 
case. The shaft was dirty, grimy, and seemingly hadn't been cleaned 
for decades. Cold, dusty air constantly blew at him, and the shaft 
itself seemed to grow narrower the further he went. Not wanting to 
be stuck, Doran kicked out another panel and dropped down into 
wherever the shaft led. 


And then promptly stumbled and took down several shelves full of 
old supplies at the same time. The racket was unmistakable, and led 
to two hurried footsteps rushing down the hallway outside. Doran 
cursed and scrambled for cover, crawling behind a deactivated 
Gonk-droid, heart pounding. He looked down at the droid and 
realized it was just an empty shell. In the few seconds he had left, 
an idea came to him. 


The doors whooshed open, two figures scanned the room with 
blaster-rifles at the ready. The lights on their helmets illuminated 
the fallen shelves and the damaged ventilation shaft. Slowly, they 
swept the room, guns at the ready. 


"That last blast must have shaken it loose," one of the investigators 
muttered to the other, shaking his head and resting his rifle on his 
shoulder. "I don't know what Overd was thinking, getting the 
Vongese involved. We won't survive this." 


"We've already lost the mercs," the other nodded. "If all we have are 
a bunch of antiquated battle-droids..." 


"Damn it, why does Overd have to be the Clan-leader's son," the first 
cursed, kicking a can of oil across the room. "He's going to get us all 


killed. There's no honor in this." 
"I know...hey, look, that Gonk-droid is moving!" 


"What? I thought that thing didn't have any power-cells left," the 
first speaker moved in front of the droid. "Where are you..." 


Another distant explosion and both looked in the general direction. 


"Forget about the stupid droid! It sounds like Jeban's aliit is still 
advancing." 


"Well, so are the Vongese," the first snorted, pushing past the droid. 
"We better let Overd know, time to move to our third fall-back site." 


The two Mandalorians rushed back down the hallway, cursing their 
luck all the while. In the meantime, Doran—inside the shell of the 
Gonk-droid thanking his luck for such a nifty disguise—followed 
them out. Hardly anyone paid attention to the walking power-units, 
and apparently these Mandos were no different. He activated the 
vocabulator, and the shell of the droid let out an obligatory 'gonk' 
noise as he walked through the hallway. His back ached rather 
painfully as he was bent over, scrunched up in the droid's shell, but 
he figured the alternative was trying to avoid the two-man patrols 
he saw roaming the hallways. Now all he had to do was find out 
where they were keeping Dinua. 


"You there! Gonk-droid!" 


Doran froze, fear taking over as he rotated his disguise around. 
Another Mandalorian was pointing to him, fortunately with his 
hand and not a blaster. 


"Gonk?" Doran had the shell say. 
"Overd's ordered a full retreat, get to the primary hangar." 


"Gonk," Doran acknowledged. He knew that he didn't really have a 
choice in the matter as the Mandalorian began to escort him 
through the hallway. More footsteps, and several others joined their 
group. 


"Oh good, the Vongese didn't take out all the Gonk droids," one of 
the Mandos said in relief. "We're going to need it to power the main 
gun on the skiff." 


"We have the prisoner?" Another said. 


"Overd's seeing to it personally, you know he has an unhealthy 
obsession with that copikla." 


Doran took in the conversation with gritted teeth, his previous 
instinct to give this group the slip vanishing as he realized he'd be 
put on the same vehicle as Dinua. "Gonk." 


"Any idea what it's saying?" One of the group asked. 
"Who cares? As long as it helps us get out of here." 
More Mandalorians joined them. "Self-destruct active?" 


"Yeah," another nodded. "With luck, the Vongese will think we took 
ourselves out than give them the honor." 


"With luck," one of the others agreed fervently. 


The Mandalorians actually headed down a different hallway than 
Doran expected, reaching a second hangar that held a multi-tiered 
skiff akin to a barge. 


"Help me lift this blasted thing," one of the Mandos called out, 
gripping the Gonk chassis on the bottom. Another gripped the 
opposite side. 


"Gonk!" Doran felt himself hauled up into the air, and his stomach 
wouldn't stop swooping until they had set him down on the deck of 
the barge. 


"Go below and plug in with the main generator, we're going to need 
the added boost to get out of here," a gold-armored Mandalorian 
ordered. 


"Gonk," Doran said in response, using the droid's optics to get an 
idea of what the barge's deck looked like. But as he scanned the 
area, he saw another Mandalorian board. This Mandalorian had an 
unconscious and battered Dinua Jeban slung over one shoulder like 
a sack of grain. 


"Vode," Overd Rook greeted the others. "Start up the engines, open 
the hangar. Commander Wren made her last mistake, we're going to 
broadcast this filth's death over the holo the moment we get clear. 
Set her up in the brig in the meantime. We're going to have to fight 


our way out of this." 


Doran's view was suddenly blocked by a Mandalorian stepping in 
front of him. "Hey! I said get below deck!" 


"Gonk!" Doran tore his gaze from Overd and Dinua, his heart 
pounding. He hurried as fast as the Gonk-droid's legs would take 
him towards the door. He had seen Dinua, she was still alive. 

The barge started up, the hangar door springing open. 

Now all he had to do was outsmart a barge full of trained Mandos, 
rescue Dinua, and somehow get the both of them back to the safety 
of the training base. 

Simple, right? 


"Gonk," Doran muttered. He wondered how he kept getting himself 
into these situations. 


FtF Chapter End FtF 
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Rook's barge was traveling at the fastest speed possible through the 
near pitch-blackness of night, giant fireballs of what was left of 
their secondary base blooming in their wake. Doran hoped that his 
friends had managed to get clear of the mighty blast, but he 
couldn't exactly worry about it at the moment. If the Yuuzhan Vong 
saw the barge making its get-away, its fighters could easily blow it 
to smithereens. And Doran very much liked his un-smithereened 
state. Being in the lowest of three decks, Doran had no idea how far 
they had traveled, or where they were headed. It was just as well 
considering the near dozen-plus Mandalorians from Clan Rook 
roaming about the barge. 


He had abandoned his Gonk-droid disguise the moment he could, 
and then spent the next few minutes stretching the kinks out of his 
back. Whoever designed the Gonk-droids evidently didn't think that 
tall people would ever impersonate the boxy droid. But once his 
stretching was over, Doran got back to work. Dinua was somewhere 
on the barge. He was fortunate at the moment that all the Mandos 
were manning the turrets above-deck in case the Vong found them. 
That gave him a narrow window to creep around the lower decks. 


As the barge continued to whisk over the mined-out landscape of 
Gargon, Doran crept from room to room, looking for any sign of his 
missing friend. It didn't take him long to find a section of the lower 
deck separated by a heavy metal door and a key-pad. 


And Doran didn't exactly have time to wander topside and ask one 
of the Mandos what the password was. At the same time, he didn't 
exactly want to use the Force either. He had gone a full month 
without needing it, had earned Dinua's approval as well as his name 
back, kind of—she had stopped calling him dar'manda at least. But 
could he afford to not use the Force? Doran glared at the immovable 
door, as if it were its fault it was in the way. 


"Hey! What are you doing here!?" 
Well, the Force provided. 


Doran turned and saw a Mandalorian aiming a blaster at him. 


"Hiya, trying to get into the brig, mind opening the door for me?" 
Doran tried, keeping his hands in the air. 


"Are you brain-dead?" The Mandalorian said in disbelief. 


"Hey, I'm asking nicely," Doran retorted. He could hear and 
explosion echo outside, which wasn't a good thing. "Could you 
please open this door for me?" 


"Why? " 


"Well, I snuck on board and Overd Rook really hates me so he'll 
want to deal with me personally. But I know we're fleeing the 
Vongese so he'll need a place to keep me." 


The Mandalorian shook his head. "Unbelievable. Fine, get inside. 
We'll let Overd sort you out when we're through." 


"You're a credit to your clan," Doran said cheerfully. 


The Mandalorian swiped a card-key through the console and 
inputted a code. He then pointed his blaster at Doran as the door 
opened. "Alright you dikutla moron, get in. I'll let Rook know you're 
here." 


"Thanks again!" Doran waved at the man as the door slid shut 
behind him. 


When the door lock engaged with a menacing click, Doran exhaled, 
slowly turning around in the darkened room. A single glow panel 
on the ceiling provided illumination in the windowless, reinforced- 
walled room that served as the barge's brig. When his eyes adjusted 
to the dim lighting and saw the condition of the other occupant, 
Doran paled and immediately moved to her side. In the gonk-droid 
chassis he hadn't been able to get a good look at her, and now that 
he could, he immediately wished he had paid more attention to the 
first-aid lessons his mom had taught him. 


He made a gesture to unlock the manacles, but then stared 
helplessly at her for a few seconds. Even in the dim light of the 
room, there didn't seem to be a part of her that wasn't cut, bruised, 
or burned, with dried blood from recently opened injuries visible at 
various areas of her body. The walls of the brig didn't keep the 
below-freezing air out of the room, and Dinua's lips were beginning 
to turn a not-so-healthy color. He took off his rough-hewn tunic and 
pulled it onto her bare figure, his height allowing the tunic to cover 


her in her entirety. At his touch, and the warmth of his shirt, Dinua 
stirred, a whimper involuntarily escaping her lips as she shivered. 
No! 


"Easy, it's me," Doran whispered, supporting her against him and 
framing her face with both his hands. "It's me." 


"Doran?" Dinua breathed out, her eye that wasn't swollen shut 
focusing on him and then widening in shock. 


"Yeah," Doran allowed a small smirk despite the biting cold. "Me." 
"You're alive?" Dinua rasped, shivering violently. 


"Still alive," Doran nodded again, a hand gently running over the 
tissue of the eye that had been swollen shut. He knew it was 
cheating, but in her current state, he didn't care. He let the Force 
flow from his hand into the tissue, numbing any pain she felt as he 
did his best to reduce the swelling. 


At his use of the Force, Dinua inhaled sharply, and then promptly 
clung to him, her body shaking like a leaf. "You're alive." 


"Easy, I've got you," he murmured, closing his eyes he tried to 
steady himself as well. Death was too good for Overd Rook. "I'm 
alive. You're alive. I'm going to get you out of here." 


Dinua exhaled a wheezy, short breath. "Please, I really want out of 
here. Get me out of here." 


"That's definitely first on my things to do," Doran said reassuringly, 
continuing to pour Force energy into her body to act as a general 
balm. From his untrained eye, she more than definitely needed a 
bacta tank. But with one currently not available, she had to make 
do with his quasi-healing. 


Dinua shuddered, a groan of relief escaping her. She reached for 
him, and he gently took her hand into his. It was then he realized 
that she had no fingernails on said hand. He briefly wondered if the 
Force would make an exception and allow him to snap Overd's neck 
without any repercussions. 


"Overd's mine," Dinua muttered, reading his darkening expression 
and shaking her head against his chest. "We'll see how good that 
coward is when I'm not chained up and drugged." 


"Can | at least kick him once or something?" Doran asked, running 
one hand through her flowing black hair. From its wet, clean state, 
he briefly wondered if Overd's people had washed her down, and 
that only caused his anger to spike again. 


"Sure, I'll save you a piece," Dinua said, her eyes closed. 


Doran heard the hatch to the lower deck open, and felt Dinua flinch 
and shrink into him. "Don't worry, I got this." 


"Let's hear your plan then, di‘kut," Dinua managed bravely, despite 
that, her good eye stared up at him with almost manic fear. 


Doran shifted her weight and gently set her back to the ground. He 
then pulled out the slingshot and what was left of his ammo and 
showed it to her. "They open the door, I take them out." 


Dinua blinked. "You're making this up as you go along, aren't you?" 


"That obvious?" Doran said, shifting so that he stood in front of her. 
"Can you stand?" 


"Can you use your Force to take care of the bottoms of my feet?" 
Dinua asked in turn. 


Doran glanced over his shoulder, and Dinua lifted one foot. He 
grimaced at the various blistering burns that decorated it. "Not 
burns that bad in the time we have." 


The lock to the brig door beeped and cycled, and Doran returned 
his attention to the entryway. 


"Alright you insane piece of...." The Mando from earlier was victim 
of an unlucky shot as Doran's projectile hit the man in his mouth 
mid-word. Though ion-pellets were more effective against 
machines, the human body was essentially a biological machine 
with its own current. Having an ion-pellet impact so close to the 
brain was not conducive to one's heath. The pellet snapped the 
man's head back and he spasmed forward, dropping to the ground. 


The Mandalorian behind him wasn't impressed. But when he raised 
his blaster to fire, Doran sent another ion pellet at him and the gun 
shorted out. The Mandalorian charged at Doran before Doran could 
reload. But the sound of another blaster discharging stopped the 
Mando in his tracks. 


Doran wildly looked in the direction of the shot and saw that Dinua 
had picked up the first Mandalorian's blaster. 


"A slingshot?" Dinua shook her head with a ghost of a smile. "No 
self-respecting Mando would be caught with one." 


"Good thing I'm not a self-respecting Mando then," Doran laughed in 
relief. He gently kneeled down next to her and pulled her to him, 
mindful of the injuries he had seen across the front of her body. 
"You can do the shooting then, I'll run." 

"Sounds good, run fast," Dinua muttered, worrying him by not 
protesting or offering a biting comment as he lifted her off the 
ground bridal-style. 

He carried her out of the cell just in time for another explosion to 
echo loudly outside. Panicked yells from the open hatch wafted 
down. 

"Who's firing at us?" Dinua asked. 

"The Yuuzhan Vong." 

"Rook anger them too?" Dinua snorted. 

"Kind of," Doran said. "Long story." 

"Short version." 

"Overd's people were acting on bad intel and passed said intel on to 
the local garrison of scar-heads. We had no idea Clan Ordo had 
their hangar rigged to blow." 


"Long story later," Dinua laughed weakly, her head still tucked in 
the crook of his arm as he carried her slender frame. 


Another explosion. 

"That sounded close," Doran said worriedly. 
One more. 

"Too close," Dinua agreed. 


Doran slowly backed away from the hatch. He glanced over his 
shoulder at the cell. "New plan." 


"Already hating it," Dinua replied as he brought the both of them 
back into the cell. He set her down, then closed the door, the lock 
cycling with a click. "Doran?" 


"Trust me?" Doran asked tenderly, dropping down so that they were 
eye level. 


Frightened brown eyes stared at him for a long moment, before 
Dinua nodded. He gathered her back to him and braced them 
against the corner of one of the walls. A split second later, several 
explosions sounded in unison, the last shaking the entire barge from 
a direct hit. As follow-up shots nailed the burning vehicle, Doran 
grimaced as the entire reinforced area of the brig was blown free. 
He briefly wondered why he decided to travel by insane-box twice 
in one night as said box was pin-wheeled out of control through the 
air. The momentum bounced both he and Dinua around, and he did 
his best to act as a cushion for his already battered companion. 


"Ouch," Doran groaned, bouncing off another wall with Dinua still 
securely held against him. "Ouch. Ouch." 


"K'atini," Dinua said in a small voice, almost out of reflex. 


"Trying to," Doran breathed out, exhaling again as they were 
thrown to the opposite side of the container. It didn't help that the 
bodies of the two dead Mandos were also being tossed around with 
them. "How you holding up?" 


"I have a giant airbag," Dinua said raspily. 
"Glad to be of service." 


The out of control spinning stopped, to be replaced by a jarring 
crunch as the brig slammed against a rocky cliff and tumbled down 
its side. When the nightmarish ride was over, Doran was still trying 
to figure out which way was up and down. 


"Dinua?" He checked again, he could feel her pain through the 
Force, and redirected his energy into the areas that bothered her 
most. He felt her exhale against him, her arms in a death grip 
around his torso. 


"Still alive," she wheezed. 


Not liking the shallow sounds coming from her every breath, Doran 
shifted so that she was reclined against him. "Can I use the Force to 


make sure there's nothing seriously wrong?" 
y 


"Fractured ribcage," Dinua provided faintly, the ordeal already 
exhausting what little strength she had built up. "Probably 
punctured my lung. They used a bacta patch to keep it from 
becoming fatal, but only just." 


"I'm not an expert at healing, but I think I can help," Doran said. "I'll 
have to put my hand over the area though." 


Dinua just rolled her good eye at him and took his hand, slipping it 
beneath the tunic he had given her. "Just get to work already." 


"Yes, ma'am," Doran remarked, closing his eyes and submersing 
himself in the Force. 


He didn't know how long it took, but he next became aware of his 
situation when the bright rays of Gargon's sun hit shone down 
through the jagged tear in the brig's walls. He stirred, realizing that 
Dinua had fallen asleep, tucked against him with both her hands 
resting over his one beneath her shirt. He slowly removed his hand 
and let his fingertips caress the side of her face, the sunlight making 
her bruised face look much worse than before. She stirred again, 
her entire body tensing up as consciousness returned and an arm 
lashing out. 


"Shhh....It's still me," Doran said quickly, rubbing her back and 
ignoring the stinging pain from where her arm had hit his face. 


Her head jerked up towards him, her good eye focusing, and Dinua 
let out a rush of air as she sagged back against him. Then, she tilted 
her head and exhaled again. "You fixed the lung?" 


"Think so," Doran nodded. "Not an expert healer or anything so you 
should probably get it checked out by those Mando-Jedi at Jintar's 
place." 


Dinua nodded, hugging his arm to her. "Any idea where we are?" 


"Just emerged from the trance a few seconds ago," Doran shook his 
head. "Considering it was just starting to be night on the night- 
shade side when we began the attack, we're either crossed over or 
have been out for longer than I want to think about." 


Dinua nodded again, falling silent as she kept her lanky form tucked 
against him. 


"On the bright side," Doran continued. "We no longer have to worry 
about getting blasted apart. All the shooting appears to be over. I'm 
kind of curious about what things will be like when we..." 


"Doran," Dinua whispered. 


"Yeah?" He looked down at her, and had to blink. He couldn't 
remember Dinua ever being so....young...looking, with no 
emotional barriers or any of her icy persona present. It was then 
that he was reminded that for all her bluster and tough attitude, she 
was barely a year old than he was. 


"Vor entye," Dinua murmured, squeezing his arm. 


"It was a team effort," Doran blushed slightly, looking away. "I 
mean, Jintar and Commander Wren and...." 


"Just shut up and let me say thanks," Dinua cut him off, her tough- 
girl exterior returning for a fraction. "It's not every day I find some 
reason to thank you after all." 


Doran glanced back to her, chuckling as he did. "You have a point. 
Last month, though, I promised to have your back. If I had been 
with you..." 


"Then Overd would have put a plasma round in your skull and I'd 
still be begging for death," Dinua said flatly. "You kept your 
promise. You're here now. That's all that matters. Now will you 
accept my thanks or not!" 


"Fine, fine," Doran chuckled. "But thank me after we get back to 
base. Don't want to jinx it or anything." 


"You...." Dinua smiled again, laughing softly. "Fine. I'll thank you 
later." 


"You look pretty when you smile, you should do it more often," 
Doran said, his mouth moving before he could stop it. 


Dinua's eyes widened, color appearing on her own bruised cheeks as 
she looked away and shook her head. "You really are an ori‘dikut 
aren't you?" 


"Most definitely," Doran hung his head, sighing in exasperation at 
himself. Memo to self, install mouth filter. He tried to look at 
anywhere but her, and noticed that the other two dead Mandos in 


the crate were nearby. "Mind if I set you down so I can see what 
supplies we can use from those two?" 


"In a little bit," Dinua's voice had returned to a whisper, hands 
reflexively tightening around his arm again. "They'll still be there in 
a little bit. 


Doran's expression softened and he turned his attention to her. Her 
good eye met his gaze, as if challenging him to call her out. He 
knew better. 


"Yeah, I could use the rest too," Doran breathed out, fully reclining 
in the sunlight. With his adrenaline gone, he was actively using the 
Force to keep himself from freezing. It couldn't have been much 
better for Dinua, who didn't have such benefits. He shifted, and she 
laid herself out next to him, her head pillowed on his chest. 


"Can...can you use your Force again...for my injuries...Not that 
they bother me or anything, but I want to be fighting-ready if any 
of Overd's people survive and I..." 


"Sure," Doran breathed out, again calling on the Force. "Then you 
can kick their shebse and I can be your trusty backup." 


Dinua nodded against his chest, falling silent. 
"You're going to be okay, Dinua," Doran felt the need to say. 


She nodded again, not saying anything as she felt the pains and 
discomforts of her many wounds lessen. 


"We're going to get through this," Doran repeated both for her sake 
and his. He closed his eyes and felt Dinua fall asleep once more. 
With the sunlight still streaming through the roof, Doran took that 
moment to revel in his successes, failures, and the brief moment of 
peace the crazy Mando-Vong-filled world of Gargon was granting 
him. 


FtF T'ad FtF 

"Try it now," Doran said. 

Dinua gingerly placed her weight on her feet, now wrapped with a 
bacta patch from the dead Mandos' gear as well as strips of cloth 


from their clothing. When no shooting pain followed, she looked to 
him with a nod. Both eyes—her swollen eye healed thanks to an 


hour of Force-therapy—showing no pain. "It's bearable." 


She then slipped on the pair of sandals Doran had created from the 
garments and boots worn by the two dead men. Her remark about 
him being a cobbler in another life led to him explaining how he 
had had to fashion his own shoes during one of his many 
adventures with his mom. 


Unfortunately, both men weren't her size in clothing, so she had to 
make do with the tunic Doran had initially put on her. It was 
cinched at the waist by one of the men's utility belts, however, and 
she now had a functional blaster, several packs of ammo, two 
explosive darts, and a variety of other field equipment. She wore 
one of their long-sleeved shirts as an overly large jacket to help 
insulate her from the chill of Gargon's air. 


"Here," Doran tossed her the water canteen from one of the men, 
and took the other's canteen for himself. His chest was broader than 
both men, so neither of their shirts would fit on him either. With 
the other blaster fried from his ion-pellet, all he had left for a 
weapon was his slingshot and two more pellets. 


Dinua picked up the glowstick to go over the other supplies they 
had gathered during the day. From how quickly night had fallen 
again, the two knew they were still on the night-shade side of the 
planet. She ran a hand through her shortened hair, her dark locks 
lopped off in a single cut with one of the vibroknives carried by the 
dead Mandos. "If we ration the water and food, we should have 
enough for two days." 


"Let's hope someone finds us before that happens," Doran clipped on 
the utility belt of the other Mando. 


The 'day' as short as it was, had been spent healing, recuperating 
from the harrowing ordeal and appreciating life without explosions 
and threat of imminent death. Doran had done what he could for 
Dinua, but Rook had really worked her over, and he was no healer. 
The few tricks he did know were enough to get Dinua on her feet 
and able, but he'd feel a lot more comfortable if she got proper 
medical care. 


In those few hours they had talked, kind of. He told her about some 
of his wild adventures with his mom, and she returned the favor. In 
a way, her mom sounded a lot like his own; independent, tough, 
and always looking for the next adventure in life. Dinua had often 
tagged along with her mother when she was young, her father 


having died when she was still a baby. For the missions 'too 
dangerous for a little girl,’ Briika Jeban left Dinua with the Skirata 
family, the only ‘ally' apart from Boba Fett and Goran Beviin that 
Briika had trusted. Doran related to that too, often taking 'vacations' 
from his mom at the Jedi Praxeum on Yavin IV when his mom had 
‘black ops' stuff she had to do. 


There had been one major difference though. Dinua's mom had died 
a mere year earlier. His mom was still zooming about the galaxy 
fighting evil and defending her own code of justice. 


"Treasure her, Doran," Dinua whispered softly, field-stripping the blaster 
of one of the dead Mandos. Her hands stilled, her head bowed. 
"Treasure every moment, every word. If she asks you for a hug, hug her 
no matter how embarrassing it might be, because you never know... a 
second later, she could be gone. A second later and all you'll have left is 
the memory of her arms around you, the sound of her voice saying your 
name as she makes you feel as if nothing in the galaxy could hurt you. 
That no matter how much you want her to be at your side again, no 
matter how much you want to hear her tell a bad joke or teach you 
something in a roundabout way, it won't be possible ever again." 


By the time she had finished speaking, her voice was cracking and her 
entire body was shaking in silent anguish. Doran set down the med-kit he 
had been inventorying and moved to Dinua's side. She looked up at him 
with watery brown eyes, a weak smile on her face. "I never cried for her 
you know. When she died. How could I? She died fighting for what she 
believed in, died in combat defending others, the way she always wanted 
to go out if her time came. She was ori'ramikade, jatnese be te jatnese. 
Died following the Resol'nare, died a Mando'ad. Tears wouldn't honor 
her. They would only make me weak in the eyes of the others. So I didn't 


cry. 


"Youre a lot stronger than I am," Doran said softly, sitting down next to 
her. 


She set the blaster down, and leaned into him. "Am I really?" 


'I'd be crying buckets if mom died," Doran murmured. "Forget the stoic 
'‘warriors-don't-shed-tears' fodder. She's my mom. The one who was there 
for me whenever I needed her, who taught me how to survive in this 
crazy galaxy. If it weren't for her, I'd be one of those cloned Jedi the 
academy churns out, spouting whatever lines the Masters tell them to 
say. I'm pretty sure anyone who met me or my mom would make an 
exception and allow me to bawIl like crazy." 


He felt Dinua's head bob against his bare arm, felt a few drops of 
wetness against his skin. 


"Dinua?" 


"Trying it your way," Dinua whispered hoarsely towards the ground. "My 
way didn't do me any good when Rook had me...wouldn't stop until he 
made me cry....1 figured I need to try something else. If crying works for 
you..." 


Doran shifted, hesitantly. He knew his mom would know what to say in 
this situation, but he was at a loss for words. "Our moms are awesome." 


Dinua emitted a sniffling laugh, nodding, the tears falling more 
frequently. "They are...were..." 


"Are," Doran corrected. "I told you I attended my own funeral, right? 
Don't you Mandos believe that those who fall in battle aren't really 
dead? Just securing a beachhead for us on the other side? From what 
you've told me about your mom, it sounds exactly like something she'd 
do. Make sure the other side is all clear so when it's your time, you can 
kick back and have a slice of deceased ujj cake." 


"Dikut. I'm pretty sure deceased ujj cake don't go to the same place as 
deceased Mandalorians," Dinua couldn't help but giggle at that."And how 
can ujj cake be deceased in the first place?" 


"All those tiny crumbs that escape to the floor, or the whole pieces that 
fall down and are swept away. They reform into a giant ujj cake in the 
next world," Doran invented, his story-telling abilities kicking into gear. 
"And all the Mandos who go on ahead of you are fighting for a piece of 
that mythical ujj cake, so your mom has to make sure you're saved a 
slice. A reward for a life well lived." 


Dinua fell silent, her tears still falling at regular intervals as she hugged 
his arm in a loose grip. 


"No matter what dar'yaim Overd put you through, you made it out," 
Doran said gently, gazing out at the clear Gargon sky. "Now youre going 
to thumb your nose at him and follow in your mom's footsteps and 
became a Mandalorian commando she'd be proud to save a piece of 
deceased ujj cake for." 


Dinua's head bobbed again. "You're an ori'dikut, you know that?" 


"I do my best," Doran breathed out, too nervous to look at her. Not 


exactly in tune with the Force, he wasn't sure if his words were helping 
or making things worse. Sure using the Force to heal her was one thing, 
but trying to gauge her emotional state was a completely different thing 
all together. 


Dinua let out a slow breath. "And that works for you far better than my 
best worked for me." 


"I cheat," Doran held out a hand and the pieces of the blaster Dinua was 
working on floated into the air. 


"Want to go back to being a dar'manda?" 

"Nah," Doran shook his head. "I know who I am, a Jedi." 

"You haven't been using the Force the whole month." 

"Wanted to see who I was even without it. Still a Jedi," Doran shrugged. 
He reflected on the last few days. "Well, a Jedi pretending to be a 
Mandalorian anyways. Commander Wren has an interesting take on the 
Force. Says it's a tool, nothing more." 


"Commander Wren...how would she know..." 


"I have a big mouth," Doran slapped his forehead with his unoccupied 
hand. 


"She's a Jedi?” 


"She'd say no, just a Mando who wields the Force," Doran 
shrugged."Kind of found out when I went to her for help." 


"You've had a very busy week," Dinua said wryly. 
"Im the first on your comm?" Doran said with a raised eyebrow. 


"Overd held the comlink upside down," Dinua shot back, a slight flush 
suffusing her bruised cheeks. "You were last." 


"Ah, that makes much more sense," Doran said teasingly. 

"How did you survive?" Dinua muttered, glancing at her fingernail-less 
hand resting atop of Doran's larger hand. "He showed me the vid, of you 
falling..." 


"Atmospheric venting," Doran explained. "The moon vents the buildup of 


air in the center of the moon to the outside to keep the moon spinning. A 
poor man's artificial gravity. I got caught up in the venting, but managed 
to grab a ladder before I was blown completely out of the moon." 


"So, luck?" Dinua said dryly. 


"Luck," Doran confirmed, matching her smile even as she rolled her eyes 
at him. 


She nudged him again. "Well, let's hope your luck holds out, dikut. 
Between any Rook survivors the Vongese, and this planet, we're going to 
need it." 


"What makes you think there'll be Rook survivors?" 


"Would you stay on a floating target with plasma fire raining down all 
around you?" 


"Errr...we kind of did." 
Dinua bopped him atop the head. 


"Okay, if I were a sane, homicidal, grudge-bearing, death-loving, chest- 
pounding Mando, then probably not. I see your point. Well, if we minus 
these two." He gestured to the bodies. "And the rest survived. Then Overd 
had close to a dozen flunkies left." 


"Finish healing me then," Dinua said, straightening and reaching for the 
blaster still floating in the air while wiping away the last of her tears 
with her other hand. "They had their chance, now it's my turn." 


They emerged from the remains of the barge brig, the Gargon moon 
high in the sky. The night air just as below freezing as ever. 


"Are you sure you'll be okay in this weather?" Dinua asked, 
shuddering. Though she was wearing both of the men's' long-sleeve 
shirts over the tunic Doran had gave her, the shirt wasn't meant for 
keeping out the cold and barely protected her from the biting night 
air. 


Doran shuddered as well, drawing on the Force the best he could. 
Due to Dinua's health, and his Force capabilities, he had given her 
the available clothing, meaning he was still bare-chested and pretty 
cold. "The Force should keep me from dying of hypothermia." 


"Should?" Dinua arched an eyebrow. 


Doran grinned. "Well, as long as I can keep focused on maintaining 
my body temperature, yeah. If guys start shooting at us, or if I have 
to use the Force for something else, I'll probably get frostbitten 
pretty quickly." 


Dinua shook her head in exasperation. "So, unless I want you 
freezing to death, you'll be useless in a firefight?" 


"Isn't that normally the case anyways?" Doran bantered. 


Dinua experimentally stretched out a leg and winced, the four days 
of confinement and torture not doing anything to help despite her 
excellent conditioning. She tried the other leg, with similar results, 
and she cursed under her breath. 


"Dinua?" 


She shook her head her hands. "I'll be fine...just...we're going to 
have to go slow." 


Doran nodded solemnly, looking away. Healing her injuries, or at 
least temporarily numbing the pain, he had an unwanted 
knowledge of just how badly and where Overd had hurt her. He 
was amazed that she could still function given the things Overd had 
put her through. When he had asked her about it in his usual foot- 
in-mouth manner during one particularly awkward healing session, 
she had told him, I'm only a victim if I think I am. I'm Mandalorian, an 
ori'ramikad in training, and that's the only identity I need. "We will." 


"Stop looking like that," Dinua chastised. 

"Like what? Like you didn't just go through hell because I wasn't 
fast or smart enough to get to you sooner?" Doran looked to her 
again, eyes pleading for her to understand. 

"I was the one Overd had fun with, not you." 

"You're my friend, I can't help it," Doran breathed out. 

Dinua's face softened, and now it was her turn to look away. "And 
you will never know how grateful I am that you are." She looked 
back to him. "But I told you before, I'm a Mandalorian. I don't want 
nor need your pity." 


"You're a fourteen year old girl," Doran shot back. "And 
Mandalorian isn't a homonym for invincible." 


"T'll be fifteen next month, and it is when you have your friends... 
family, at your side," Dinua said in a soft voice, her expression 
unguarded once more. She stepped to him and rested a hand on his 
arm. "And I can't afford to be a fourteen year old girl right now. 
Maybe, after a bacta dip back at base and there's no one else 
around, I'll be that girl. But for now, if I want to survive, I have to 
be a Mandalorian with my aliit watching my back, just like he 
promised." 


Doran breathed out, nodding reluctantly. "Let's go home then." 


Dinua let her arm fall back to her side, her Mandalorian 'mask' 
falling into place. "Yes, let's." 


Doran glanced about their surroundings. "Ummm...which way is 
home?" 


Dinua blinked and looked around as well. "The sun set in that 
direction...so if we walk that way..." 


"You have no idea." 


"I have no idea," Dinua confirmed, allowing a wry smirk to escape. 
"But like I said, if we walk opposite of the sun's path, we'll reach the 
training perimeter eventually." 


"Yay, I always wanted to go sight-seeing the night-shade side of the 
planet," Doran said with forced cheer. They began their trek in 
silence, the moon above providing ample lighting as their two 
seemingly tiny figures made their way across the vast Gargon 
wilderness. They rested often, Dinua's stamina and physical 
condition being pushed to its limits. When they were on the move, 
their breaths came out in visible clouds, their pace slow and steady 
over the sharp, glossy rocks. All around, mountains of gravel, 
mined-out pits, and mounds of loose rock kept them alert for the 
slightest bit of trouble. But as the minutes turned into hours, the 
monotony of the scenery caused both young teens to relax. 


"To your left is a pile of rocks. To your right is a slightly taller pile 
of rocks," Dinua deadpanned, her voice breaking up the silence. 
"And if you look ahead, there are more rocks." 


"Don't forget the rusted mining bucket we passed last pile of rocks," 
Doran pointed out with a smile. 


"Yes, a left-over artifact from when the moon was whole," Dinua 


couldn't help but continue to play along. "You'll see many such 
artifacts as we tour this dead world." 


"It's far from dead," Doran said lightly. 
"If you bring up the Force, I'll whack you," Dinua shot back. 
"What do you have against the Force?" Doran voiced. 


"Nothing. It's the people who use it I don't like. It's like giving a 
blaster to a babe and expecting the babe to not shoot its head off." 


"That's a very cheerful image." 


"I was making an analogy. Would you rather say it's like giving a 
Gungan a blaster and expecting it to do anything useful?" 


"The blaster or the Gungan?" 


"That's not the point. You Jedi, you're far too trusting and pacifistic. 
The Vongese have crashed a moon down onto a planet, and does 
your Jedi Order go to war? No, they sit around and deliberate, and 
contemplate. If that moon had hit a Mando world, all of Mandalore 
would be in arms and fighting with everything we have. We'd hit 
the Vongese again and again, stop them from establishing any 
foothold. The Jedi? They talk, fret about if what they're doing is 
right or not. It's crazy that the Order has all that power, but that 
power is in the hands of people who are timid and weak in 
character. And your darVetii, don't get me started on them. They 
actually use the power they have, but are delusional in that they 
believe everyone should serve them because of it." 


A rock gave way beneath Dinua's foot and she let out a yelp of 
surprise as she fell backwards. She would have come crashing down 
onto the jagged, glassy surface of the ground beneath her, but 
suddenly found herself suspended in the air. 


"I don't know, I think J use the power I have in pretty useful ways," 
Doran floated her safely upright. 


"I can stand, don't give yourself frostbite on my account," Dinua said 
quickly. "And I was making generalizations. Your Jedi leadership is 
like the New Republic Senate. It stalls and stalls and tries to talk its 
way out of a military conflict. Meanwhile millions are dying and 
suffering. If the Jedi Order was meant to protect innocents, protect 
the galaxy, shouldn't their first instinct be to rush to head off the 


Vongese before more innocents suffer?" 


"I wouldn't know. Mom keeps us out of those political decisions and 
big-wig meetings. But you do have a point. Just, not every Jedi is 
like Master Skywalker. I heard those Solos were actually at 
Sernpidal when the Vong brought the moon down. And the last I 
heard, Master Durron wanted to take the fight to the Vong," Doran 
felt the need to defend the other Jedi, even though he identified 
with them mostly in name only. 


Dinua just shrugged. "Like I said. You have a leadership that is 
fractured, an order that is splintered, and the only thing keeping 
you all together is that you label yourselves Jedi. The Resol'nare 
leaves very little room for interpretation. Your Order, from what 
you've told me of it, seems to have as many interpretations of your 
Code as there are Jedi. I mean, look at you. From the definition 
your leaders set out, from their version of what the Code should 
mean, are you actually a Jedi?" 


"I think I a..." a plasma bolt flashed through the air, narrowly 
missing Doran's head. He dropped to the ground anyways, hoping 
that the shooter's ego would make the shooter think the shot had 
hit. 


"Doran!" Dinua yelled, taking cover behind a rock. 


"Still alive," Doran shouted back, his cheek felt unnaturally warm so 
he reached a hand up and it came away wet. Great, he was going to 
have to get bacta treatment too. 


"Stay that way!" 


Another plasma bolt zipped through the air, sending fragments of 
rock flying as it grazed off the top of Dinua's cover. Despite the 
situation, Doran couldn't help but shake his head and laugh. 


"What's so funny?" Dinua said incredulously. 


"It was supposed to be my day off!" Doran chuckled back, yelping as 
a nearby explosion from a superheated plasma round hit a small 
boulder and peppered him and Dinua with pebbles. The flashing 
streaks of plasma through the chilling night air illuminated their 
frantic figures. He grabbed the Mandalorian teen with him and 
pulled them both to the ground as another round zipped by them. 
"Don't you Mandaloirans understand that concept!" 


"K'atini," Dinua replied, rolling onto her back with her purloined 
plasma rifle clutched to her chest. She glanced to her side to see 
Doran panting behind another mound of gravel. "We really need to 
get you a blaster of your own, dikut." 


"Right, because I make it a habit of getting into gunfights on my 
day off," Doran shouted over the din. Another near-miss exploded 
nearby, sending a spray of tiny rocks flying. His thoughts continued 
to go over just how he got himself in his current situation as he 
once again had to fear for his life. Sad thing was, that fear was kind 
of losing its edge after his past week. "Do you see who's trying to 
kill us?" 


"Draw his fire." Dinua pulled out the metal water flask and used it 
as a mirror. 


Doran shook his head in annoyed amusement. "Sure, I'll just stand 
up and hope he's a bad shot." Wincing, he waved a hand above the 
rock he was using as cover, then promptly yanked it back. A split 
second later, a plasma round skipped off the ground. 


"It's a sniper," Dinua said, pulling her makeshift mirror back as 
another plasma bolt streaked her way. "The shot came from the 
mountain of gravel beyond the next rise. It's at least a quarter klick 
away so the cold night air deformed the plasma round enough to 
make it miss." 


Another shot blew out the rock Dinua was hiding behind, and she 
dove for cover, rolling to a stop next to Doran. She winced, 
clutching her side at the rough landing. "But he's apparently 
compensated for that." 

"Yeah." 

"Ideas?" Dinua looked to him. 

Doran mimed waving his hands. "Poof." 


"You can get him from that far away?" Dinua raised her eyebrows in 
surprise. 


"Nah, not that good," Doran chuckled. "I need to get to the base of 
that mountain." 


"No way we can cross a quarter-klick of open ground without 
getting our heads shot off." 


"No way we can," Doran said carefully. 


Dinua blinked, her brown eyes widening. She reached out and 
gripped his arm. "Di'kut! No! We don't know if the sniper is the only 
one there. There might be more of them!" 


Doran smiled. "Hey, it's me." 


Dinua shook her head vehemently, her hand tightening around his 
wrist. "No." 


"Do you have another idea?" Doran said softly. "There's a reason 
why that sniper's holed up there. We saw this pass from our last rest 
stop. It's the only way through that doesn't involve walking over or 
climbing on razor-sharp rock for a dozen kilometers. As super- 
Mando as you are, I don't think you can handle that detour." 


Dinua's jaw was clenched, her brown eyes burning into his. "You 
can't die." 


"Of course, that'd suck royally," Doran said, gathering the Force 
around him. "It's a life or death situation. Mind excusing this use of 
Force?" 


"Live and I just might," Dinua bit out, her hand still gripping his 
wrist. 


"Thanks," Doran gently removed her hand, giving it a small squeeze 
before letting go. "Don't worry, I'm not going to die. It'd be a pretty 
terrible rescue if I did." 


"Very," Dinua managed, glancing down at her wrapped up feet and 
the various other bacta patches covering her body. Doran shifted so 
that he could get up as fast as possible. "Doran, wait." 


"Dinua?" He looked back to her. 

She immediately gripped the back of his head and planted a 
smoldering kiss, then tightened her grip. "Don't you dare die, got 
that!" 


"Got it," Doran breathed out, his heart pounding rapidly as she 
released him. 


Dinua then shrugged off one of her outer layers of clothing and 
grabbed a nearby oblong rock. Shrouding the rock in the shirt, she 


met Doran's eyes one more time and nodded. 


She threw the shirt-draped rock, the sniper nailing it dead center at 
the exact same time Doran sprinted from cover in the opposite 
direction. 


The crackling explosion of the plasma round obliterating the rock 
was enough for Doran to push the kiss out of his mind as he darted 
in a zigzag motion across the rocky ground. The sniper fired again, 
the round rushing past him. Again, the yellow crackle of super- 
heated metal hissing through the air. And again. Doran wove left 
and right, his large form standing out in the bright moonlight and 
providing a tempting target. 


Yet, with the Force letting him know about the incoming shots, 
Doran always managed to be scant millimeters away from the 
incoming shots. He pressed forward, wondering about his sanity as 
the closer he got, the less time he had to react to the lethal 
projectiles. A near miss and he lost his footing, tumbling forwards 
and letting out a strangled yell as the non-burned side of his face 
scrapped against the ground. 


He fully expected to be nailed by another shot, when a flurry of 
shots flew over his head from the other direction. Not wasting any 
time, he scrambled back to his feet and continued to run. He was 
nearing his goal, the sniper fire now split between him, and Dinua 
—who had apparently advanced while the sniper's attention had 
been on him. Every time the sniper had a bead on him, Dinua 
would let loose a flurry of plasma from her purloined rifle and force 
the sniper to take cover. 


Doran reached his goal after five more heart-pounding minutes of 
ducking, weaving, and dodging. The Force might have been 
augmenting his speed and reflexes, but the sniper's military training 
had more or less balancing things out. But now that the sniper was 
in Doran's range, the tables were turned. 


Doran continued to sprint forward towards the mountain, the Force 
building up around him. The sniper fired one last desperation shot 
that sent fragments of glassed rock showering Doran, but the young 
teen didn't care. He bound up the unstable mountain with leaps and 
speed that could only be accomplished with the assistance of the 
Force. Before the sniper knew it, the teenage Jedi was standing 
right in front of him. 


"Su'cuy," Doran smirked at the gold-armored Mandalorian. 


"How..." 


"And good night," Doran kicked out, catching the stunned 
Mandalorian in the helmet and knocking him backwards into the 
blind he had created. Doran searched the man and secured the 
Mandalorian with his own stun-cuffs. He then gripped the man and 
proceeded back down the mountain to wait for Dinua. 


Of course, Doran hadn't realized how fast his Force-assisted speed 
had allowed him to close the distance, or how long it would take 
the injured Dinua to cover that same distance. He used the time to 
search the Mando further, procuring a vibroblade and the 
mercenary's rifle in the process. Then, with nothing better to do, he 
just sat on a large boulder and waited for Dinua. 


While he waited, the Mando awoke once, started cursing, and 
Doran kicked him to knock him out again. The Mando woke a 
second time, this time glaring at Doran from behind his helmet but 
saying nothing. 


Dinua emerged from the shadows several minutes later, her breath 
coming out in shallow pants as she glared at Doran. "Ori'dikut!" 


"Thanks for saving my hide back there," Doran grimaced at the 
enraged expression on her face. 


"If it wasn't going to hurt my hand more than your head, I'd smack 
you right now." 


"I am eternally grateful of my hard head," Doran agreed. "I didn't 
expect to slip on that gravel patch." 


"I would hope not," Dinua retorted. She glanced at the Mandalorian. 
"Definitely one of Rook's people." 


"Unless we have more than one group of gold-colored Mandalorians 
trying to kill us," Doran nodded. 


"Let's take off his helmet, I want to see which hut'uun this one is 
before I blow his brains out." Dinua directed, holding up her blaster 
rifle. 


Doran saw the almost wild look that appeared in her eyes and 
reflexively stepped between her and the bound Mandalorian. 
"Dinua." 


"Get out of the way," Dinua gritted out, still breathing heavily from 
her trek over. 


"Dinua," Doran said again. 
"Doran." 


He stayed where he was, not backing down. He reached up and 
placed a hand on her blaster rifle, pushing the barrel towards the 
ground. "Not like this." 


"You saw what they did to me," Dinua hissed, trying to raise the 
barrel again. 


"Killing him in cold blood will fix that?" Doran said. 
"It'll be what he deserves." 


"Overd's the guy responsible. This guy is just a peon. Let's find out 
what he knows and leave him tied up here. Or do you really want 
to massacre the entire Rook clan for Overd's actions? He's a pathetic 
coward, don't let him make you into a murderer." 


Dinua didn't back down, her brown eyes almost manic. "It's justice. 
He got what he wanted from me, now I get to return the favor." 


"He might have intel on where Overd Rook is," Doran switched 
tracks. "We blow his brains out, we can't question him. It's Overd 
you really want anyways, right?" 


Dinua let out snarling breath, then flipped the safety back on the 
rifle, letting the energy build up bleed away. "Fine. We learn what 
he knows, then we blast him." 


"It's a start," Doran shrugged. He glanced over to the Mandalorian 
and took off his helmet. "Hi there. You mind telling us everything 
we want to know so we can kill you later?" 


The Mandalorian seemed to stare at him incredulously. "Why the 
heck would I do that?" 


Dinua responded by holding up her rifle again, and then tracking 
the barrel downwards to a target somewhat lower than his mid- 
section. "Want to find out which body parts I can shoot off before 
you die? Plasma rounds cauterize wounds, so you don't have to 
worry about bleeding out." 


"Dinua," Doran said in exasperation. 
"He obviously needs to be motivated." 
Doran placed a hand over one of hers. "Let me get this." 


"Dikut," she said, but with no venom behind her word as she 
nodded stiffly. 


Doran turned back to their captive with the intel he had gathered 
earlier fresh in his mind. "So as you can see, my very angry friend 
with a plasma rifle here would love to end your ability to procreate. 
As part of the male gender, even I have to protest at such fate. 
You're going to help us because you really don't like what Overd is 
doing, and he's more trouble for your clan than he's worth. None of 
you can actually go against him since his dad is your clan-head and 
probably tries to cover for his loser of a son. But if an upstart like 
me or Dinua here bests Overd, isn't that all Ewok-Happy-Time with 
your Mandalorian culture?" 


The Mandalorian didn't appear convinced. 


Doran blinked and pointed back at Dinua. "Is Overd worth 
losing....those...over?" Doran gestured to the Mandalorian's 
targeted body-part. "A plasma round there will probably really, 
really, really hurt. The only bright side is that if you survive, you 
can warn everyone else you're speaking from personal experience." 


The Mandalorian looked to the rifle, back to Doran, then looked 
away. "I don't know where Overd is right now, but I know where he 
and the others are going. They're trying to get back to the spaceport 
and get off the planet before the Vongese close in. He thinks the girl 
is dead so he doesn't see any reason to stick around." 


"You're not going with them?" 

"Was told to cover their escape and then lay low until things died 
down," the sniper shrugged. "He didn't know if any of Jeban's aliit 
was still in pursuit. When they got the Vongese involved, it threw 

him off completely." 

"How many others are with him?" Dinua said darkly. 


"Just seven others in addition to Overd made it off the barge before 
it blew," the sniper answered back. 


"And how do they expect to get to the spaceport?" Dinua kept her 
rifle aimed at him. "Do they have any speeders?" 


"We had a cache of speeder bikes stored nearby," the sniper replied, 
nodding. "But they'll probably take it slow to avoid Vongese 
detection." 


"And you?" Doran spoke up again, again gently pushing Dinua's rifle 
away from its target. "Do you have a speeder too?" 


The sniper looked resigned. "On the other side of the gravel 
mountain." 


"Thank you," Dinua said stiffly. Then, before Doran could stop her, 
whacked the Mandalorian with the butt of her rifle and put him out 
cold once more. 

"Dinua!" 


"He's still alive," Dinua said plainly. She turned away from Doran. 
"Besides, he wasn't one of the ones who...you know." 


"Right," Doran muttered. "So, we take his speeder back to the base 
and..." 


"No, we're taking the speeder to the spaceport." 

"Dinua, there are eight, fully trained Mandos who are probably 
more than a little angry at the moment. Do you really think it's 
smart to just go marching off to confront them?" 


"If we give them any more time, they'll get away," Dinua hissed. 
"We don't have time to let anyone else catch up." 


They spotted the speeder covered with a camouflaged netting. 
Dinua moved to mount the bike, but then grimaced and aborted her 
attempt as the residual wounds from her time in captivity flared up. 
"Dinua?" 


"Drive. I'll sit side-saddle," Dinua mumbled, looking away. "But 
drive to the spaceport, got that?" 


Doran breathed out. "Can the record note that I'm against this 
idea?" 


"So noted," Dinua sat on the back of the bike behind Doran, 
wrapping a single arm around him to secure herself. 


"Sure you won't fall off back there? We can always do another 
Force-healing sess..." 


"Just go," Dinua hissed. 


Doran activated the speeder and it hummed to life. The navi-comp 
installed in the front gave him a clear path to the Gargon spaceport 
and the eight angry Mandos it contained. Sighing, he gunned the 
engine and the speeder lurched forward. 


FtF Ehn FtF 


No one paid any attention to the two bloodied, dirt-covered, 
freezing cold, and exhausted teenagers that pulled up to the front of 
the spaceport. No one really cared. With the Yuuzhan Vong 
occupying many of the hangars and forbidding the importation of 
non-organic tech, many of those who had used the spaceport as a 
haven had moved on. Those left had fast learned it was better to 
keep to themselves and ignore the going-ons of the Yuuzhan Vong 
and Mandalorians. 


Doran hefted the rifle he had taken from the sniper, while Dinua 
held the one she had taken from the dead Mandalorian. "You sure 
you want to do this without backup?" 

"I have backup," Dinua said evenly. 

"T don't count." 


A small smile flickered across her lips. "Only in your head, di'kut." 


"So how are we going to find Overd's hangar?" Doran said. "Or how 
do we know he hasn't already left?" 


"If it's like you said and Overd pissed off the Vongese, then I highly 
doubt the Vongese are just going to let a ship leave this planet 
unscathed. Chances are they're still bunkered down in their ship 
waiting for the heightened security to blow over." 


"We're going to search every hangar?" Doran asked as they stepped 
into the spaceport. "This place is pretty big." 


"I don't know. But I'll think of..." Dinua suddenly reached out to 


stop Doran from taking another step forward. "Look." 


Doran glanced in the direction she was pointing, blinking in 
surprise at a familiar winged gunrunner in line at the departures' 
terminal. 


"I don't care that the Vong have their smallclothes in a twist," Quito 
harangued the clerk at the podium. "I want passage on the first ship 
off this planet, now! It can be a garbage trawler for all I care!" 


"I'm sorry, sir, but Commander Gorak Lah made it clear that no 
ships are to leave this planet. Anyone trying to do so will be shot 
down. He was really explicit about that." 


"Kriffin' Mandalorians and their business," Quito threw his hands up 
in the air. "Look, I'm in tight with a very dangerous clan of 
Mandalorians, practically an honorary clan-member. I just spoke to 
the son of the clan-leader himself. You look like a smart guy, do you 
want trouble with a clan of Mandalorians?" 


"Not really sir, no," the clerk shook his head. "But no pilot wants to 
risk getting shot down by Gorak Lah's people. I hear that the Vong 
commander is planning to skin alive the ones he's hunting." 


A blaster report rang loudly and silenced the conversation. 


"Well, well, well," Doran drawled, not exactly feeling sympathetic to 
the mercenary Toydarian. "Dinua, doesn't that look like your old 
buddy? You know, the one that sold you out for some credits." 


"It really does look like him," Dinua growled. She shouldered her 
rifle and aimed. "But he wouldn't be stupid enough to cross paths 
with me again. Not after what he pulled." 


Quito's head jerked about, his wings fluttering. "Hey, hey, hey. For 
the record, it wasn't just some credits. It was a really, really really 
big pile of credits. Credits that you crazy Mandalorians blew up 
mind you!" 


"Not helping yourself," Doran said calmly, his own rifle aiming at 
the Toydarian. 


The others in line quickly scurried away, and the clerk ducked 
down behind the console and out of the line of fire. 


Quito hovered backwards, hands up. "Look, Jeban, it was nothing 


personal. Okay? It was business, strictly business. When a big 
Mandalorian with big buddies arrives, shoots your guards, and then 
offers you a chance to become filthy rich if I just fired a flare-gun, 
who in their right mind would tell them 'no'?" 


"Have you ever thought about what this Mandalorian was going to 
do to you after the fact?" Dinua hissed. 


"Dinua," Doran said dryly. 


"You going to stop me from shooting him too?" Dinua said archly as 
Quito nodded frantically. 


"He does deserve it," Doran answered. Quito's nodding became a 
frantic shaking of his head. "But yeah, don't shoot him either. We 
can use him." 


"I swear, if you stop me from blasting the next person I want to 
blast..." Dinua growled, finger resting outside the finger-guard. 


"Quito," Doran said with false-cheer, of half a mind to blast the guy 
who betrayed one of his friends. "You want to live, right?" 


"Very much so," Quito gulped, still staring fearfully at Dinua. 


"Good, then you're going to help us," Doran said. "I couldn't help but 
overhear you say you're close with a clan of Mandalorians. 
‘Practically an honorary clan-member.' This won't happen to be Clan 
Rook, would it?" 


"Welllll, I wouldn't say close," Quito said quickly. "More of a passing 
acquaintance, you know, the person you'd just nod at as you pass 
him in the street. And I was definitely exaggerating about being an 
honorary clan-member. I mean, look at me, a Mandalorian? Please." 


"Quito," Doran said with an arched eyebrow. 


"Well, okay! It is Clan Rook, but like I said, I barely know they 
guys." 


"You're in contact with Overd Rook?" Doran pressed. 


"More like he contacted me! Wanted to have me warn him if any of 
Jeban's buddies started poking around again. But I told him not this 
time. I wanted credits upfront and I wanted time to stash those 
credits." 


"You like making deals, right?" Doran continued. 
"Yes?" Quito said carefully. 


"Here's a deal. Contact Overd, tell him that you have information 
about Dinua's friends and that you want to meet in person." 


"You kidding, he'll blast me if I betray him." 

Doran heard the sound of Dinua's blaster charging. "She'll blast you 
if you don't. At least, our way, you have a marginally better chance 
of running before being blasted." 

Quito bowed his head, shaking it. "I swear this is the last time I'm 
getting tangled up with you Mandos. You are seven kinds of crazy 
and a serious drain on my profits." 

"Make the call," Dinua hissed. 


Quito pulled out a holo-comm from his vest, glancing at the two 
teens as he did. After a second, an image of Overd Rook appeared. 


"What is it?" 


"Big-shot Mandalorian, I've got some information for you," Quito 
began. "Information I know you would want to hear." 


"And?" 


"Not how it works. You pay me, then I talk. I want a direct deposit 
into my bank account this time, twenty thousand credits." 


"Don't test my patience, Toydarian. You'll get your money if the 
information you have is worth it." 


"Fine, then I want to meet in person," Quito bargained. "And I want 
half my price now. Half after the meet. I'm taking a big risk going 
up against those Mandos in the base, and my information has to be 
worth at least three times what I'm charging you." 


"Fine, credits are being transferred now. You know the price of crossing 
Clan Rook." 


"Great," Quito checked a datapad. "Where do you want to meet?" 


"Starport, Hangar Xesh Five. Be there in thirty or no deal." 


"On my way." Quito deactivated the comm and looked to the two 
teens. 


"Did you just swindle ten thousand credits from Clan Rook?" Doran 
said blankly, taking the comm from Quito. 


"I had to make this worth it somehow," Quito said defensively. 
"Anyway I did my part, I can go, right?" 


"Dinua?" Doran looked to his friend. 


Dinua made a face and lowered her rifle. "You owe me big time, 
Quito. I expect you to pay it off if I ever need that debt called in." 


"As smart and as merciful as your mother," Quito said fawningly 


"Before I let you go though, you're going to finish helping us," Dinua 
said. 


"What...but I..." 


"Overd is expecting you to show up at the hangar. Not the di‘kut or 
myself." 


"You have to be brain dead if you expect me to..." Quito stopped as 
Dinua charged her rifle again. "Okay, okay, okay. 


"You heard Overd, Xesh Five," Doran said lightly. 


Quito let out a resigned sigh and began to flutter down the hallway, 
both Dinua and Doran a few steps behind. They reached their 
destination after a short fifteen minute walk through the spaceport, 
the corridors practically empty save for a few low-lifes who hadn't 
been able to get off planet before the Yuuzhan Vong curfew and a 
few Yuuzhan Vong roughing up said lowlifes in their boredom. 


"Go ahead," Dinua gestured with her head towards the door as she 
and Doran stepped to the side of it. 


Quito shot her a sour look but floated over to the door and banged 
on it. "Open up, bucket-heads. It's me." 


A slot in the door opened, and the person inside took note. 
"Toydarian?" 


"Yeah, and I've got a name you know." 


"Were you followed?" 
"Do I look like an idiot?" 


Both Dinua and Doran nodded silently as the lock to the door 
disengaged. The door opened up and Dinua immediately stuck her 
blaster in and discharged several rounds. 


"Does stealth mean anything to you!" Doran shouted in exasperation 
as the report of the blasterfire echoed loudly in the near-vacant 
starport. Quito chose that moment to hurriedly fly off away from 
the hangar bay, muttering about the craziness of Mandalorians all 
the while. 


"Wanted to blast him before you stopped me," Dinua retorted, 
stepping over the gold-armored Mando doorman. "And that's one 
less we have to deal with." 

"Yeah, and now they know we're coming." Doran groaned. 

No sooner had they reached the ship's berth than a hail of plasma 
and laser fire sprayed out, blowing holes in the durasteel wall and 
forcing them to take cover around the nearest corner. 

"Told you," Doran panted, back against a wall. Holding his rifle to 
him, he glanced at Dinua. "I thought you wanted to try things my 
way?" 

"Shut up," Dinua said almost petulantly. "Ideas?" 

"One," Doran activated the holocom he had taken from the 
Toydarian gunrunner and called the last outgoing frequency. "Hello, 
hello, this is the guy you're shooting at. Evil, sadistic Mandalorian 
leader please answer." 


"You're going to talk our way out of this?" Dinua said in 
exasperation. 


"Hey, my way, remember?" Doran said. 
"He's not even going to...." 


"You're supposed to be dead," Overd's image appeared in Doran's 
palm. 


"Just out of curiosity, are you hiding in your ship and letting your 


men do your fighting, or are you shooting at us along with the 
others?" Doran ignored his comment. 


"T am of Clan Rook." 


"Which tells me absolutely nothing," Doran said lightly. 


' 


"Only a coward would be in his ship and let his men fight for him.' 
"Okay, so you're in your ship," Doran said cheerfully. 


Overd Rook let loose a long string of Mandalorian, to which Doran 
glanced over to his supercommando-in-training friend. 


"Mostly curse words and things he'll do to you when he gets his 
hands on you," Dinua provided stonily. 


"Okay. Look, Mr. Rook, can I call you Mr. Rook? I'll pretend you're a 
brave, badass Mandalorian who doesn't need to make himself feel 
more manly by beating up a defenseless teenage girl, and believe 
you're out there with your men. If that's so, I want all of Mr. Rook's 
underlings to listen up. Dinua Jeban is still alive and very angry 
with Mr. Rook right now. Now, I'm sure you can blast the both of us 
with no effort, but then that's not very sporting right? Mr. Rook has 
wronged Dinua, and by your law, she has a right to seek 
satisfaction. If you guys are real, honorable Mandalorians, which I 
know you are, you'll let Dinua challenge Mr. Rook to a fight in the 
fighting circle; ancient Mando rules apply. That means no armor, no 
blasters, no outside interference, only vibroblades. Unless, of 
course, Mr. Rook is too scared that a girl he tortured for four days 
straight can still beat him?" 


There was a long moment of silence, then Overd inclined his head. 
"Challenge accepted. You can come out. On my word, we will not open 


fire." 


"Great, see you in a little bit." Doran deactivated the comm and 
smirked at Dinua who was against the opposite wall. "See." 


"See what?" Dinua said, her voice soft. "Dik...Doran, I know you see 
me as some unstoppable Mando, but you were right about me being 
in no condition to fight in a duel. Just gripping this blaster, or 
moving too quickly, hurts like anything. If Overd manages to 
overpower me and..." 


Doran disengaged himself from the wall and gently gripped her 


head with both hands, holding her gaze. "Do you trust me?" 
Wide-eyed, Dinua nodded silently. 
Doran closed his eyes, letting the Force flow from him and into her. 


"What are you doing?" Dinua whispered hoarsely, dropping the rifle 
and reaching up to grip both his wrists. 


"Ancient Force technique I learned last yearish," Doran muttered, 
keeping focused on her. "A group of Force-sensitive primitives on 
this Outer Rim planet had one heck of a fighting force and was 
dominating more technologically advanced neighboring 
civilizations. When my mom and I went to investigate, we learned 
that they were using the Force to create Berserker-like soldiers. 
Completely immune from pain, natural reflexes augmented so that 
even non-Force sensitives could dodge blaster bolts." 


Dinua let out a breath, her hands gripping his wrists tighter in 
reflex. "Oh, wow." 


"Not to mention a release of adrenaline and other hormones to kick- 
start the body," Doran said clinically. 


"More please," Dinua panted, her pupils dilated. It felt as though 
every single ache in her body had just vanished, leaving an almost 
euphoric sensation coursing through her. 


"Major downside though," Doran said, still focusing on the 
technique. "Any pain, injuries, strains, you receive like this will hurt 
really bad when it's over. You'll also sleep like crazy because your 
body's literally overclocking itself. Believe me, I had it done to me 
when the primitives pressed me into their service. But I figured, 
getting a leg-up on Overd will be worth it." 


"Definitely," Dinua gasped. 


Doran let his hands fall away, and he staggered backwards, sagging 
against the wall behind him. 


"Doran?" Dinua frowned, grabbing his arm before he could topple 
over. 


"Very draining," Doran smiled weakly. "Good thing I'm already 
useless in a fight." 


Dinua's expression softened and she hugged him gently. "Not 
useless, di'kut, just nearly useless." 


"Feel so much better," Doran chuckled. He fished out the vibroblade 
he had taken from the sniper and handed it to Dinua. "Come on. 
That high wears off pretty quickly if it isn't maintained. I think you 
have only five or ten minutes or so before your body realizes it's 
supposed to be hurt." 


"Don't worry," Dinua took the blade, a new fire in her eyes. "This 
will be over quickly." 


Dinua supported him as they both rounded the corner, though she 
made it look like he was the one supporting her. The surviving 
members of Overd's gang were in a semi-circle in front of their 
ship's boarding hatch. Rook was standing in the middle of the semi- 
circle in a simple cloth pants, a vibroblade in each hand. Seeing the 
still healing bruises on Dinua's face, and the way she appeared to be 
leaning heavily on Doran, a cocky smirk flickered across Overd's 
face. 


"Leading a nerf to the slaughter, Doran Sarkin-Tainer," Overd 
remarked. 


Doran managed to stay standing as Dinua moved with an 
exaggerated limp into the circle. "No kidding." 


Overd stared at Dinua for a long moment, his eyes taking in her 
entire body. "Surrender now, Jeban, and I'll go easy on you next 
time." 


Dinua spat at the Mandalorian. "Are we going to fight or talk?" 


Overd chuckled and stretched his arms out, nodding to the other 
Mandos watching. "You can barely move, Jeban. But if you insist." 


Dinua's next movement was a blur. It was as if she hadn't been 
injured at all as she lunged forward in a burst of motion. Overd, 
who had kept his stance casual in anticipation of an easy fight, 
never had a chance. He tried to side-step and avoid Dinua's charge, 
but the athletic Mando-teen had dropped low beneath his guard. 
Her vibroblade slashed twice, and Overd toppled forward to his 
knees as his Achilles tendons were cut. Before he realized what was 
happening, she gripped one of his hands with one of her own, and 
another slice had him dropping the vibroblade. Flailing, Overd 
lashed out with his opposite arm. But Dinua avoided it, grabbed his 


head, and kneed him in the face. While he reflexively reached for 
his face, Dinua grabbed his opposite arm and severed the tendons in 
it as well. 


Barely a second later, she had grabbed his head and had her blade 
poised at his throat. Her arm shook, her breath coming out in hard 
pants and sweat beading on her forehead as she glared at the 
Mandalorian. "Yield." 


"What are you waiting for, shoot her and the brat!" Overd yelled at 
his men. 


The other Mandalorians somewhat half-heartedly brought their 
guns to bear. Overd, through a bloodied lip, grinned at Dinua. 
"Should have brought more than just your boy-toy, Jeban. A real 
aliit wouldn't die just like that." 


"It's a good thing she has one then," Doran spoke up. 

"You don't count, boy," Overd said disdainfully. 

"Told you," Doran said to Dinua. 

"They're about to blast us, and you make a joke?" Dinua said faintly. 
"Didn't I also tell you that it wasn't just me trying to save you from 
these guys?" Doran said casually, feeling a familiar presence in the 
Force. "If they fire, they're just as dead." 

"You and what army?" Overd sneered. 

"This one," Doran pointed up as the ceiling to the hangar was blown 
open. When Overd's people aimed upwards at the supposed threat, 
a rush of people came in through the doorway with guns at the 


ready. 


"Su'cuy, Jeban," Tracyn, in her black Mando-armor, greeted, 
wielding a blaster in each hand. "You and the dikut look like osik." 


"Really have to blow our cool opening by announcing us like that?" 
Jintar said, a plasma-rifle of his own aimed at the Rook 
Mandalorians. 


"We were really going for that nice dramatic rescue," Ghes Orade 
agreed, blaster at the ready. 


One of the Rook Mandalorians stupidly decided to pull the trigger, 
but before the action was completed, a long-distance shot blew 
through the man's helmet and dropped him like a sandbag. 


"Ram says hi," Hera said casually, strolling into the hangar. "Love 
the new hair-style, Jeban." 


Overd wasn't cowed. "We still outnumber..." 


He trailed off. At Tracyn's signal, a dozen black-armored, Gedyc- 
faction Death Watch Mandalorians deactivated their stealth belts. 
She placed a hand on canted hip. "Remember these guys? We 
kicked your shebse pretty good the last time we met." 


The rest of Overd's group quickly threw down their arms and raised 
their hands high. 


Dinua blinked wildly at the reinforcements, her mouth wide open. 
"What...how...?" 


Tracyn casually sauntered to the bewildered younger teen, pistol- 
whipping Overd on the way. "This waste of air decided to pick a 
fight with your aliit, Jeban. He's just learned how very bad an idea 
that is. True Mandalorians would understand that family is more 
than blood. Who you choose, who you want defining you, now that 
is a real family." 


"And now, in the end, he's finally figuring out that messing with this 
particular family is suicide," Jintar said. 


"Hairless Wookie Two. That's what I said," Tracyn glanced over to 
Jintar. 


"I know, I just said it cooler." 


Dinua felt tears escaping her eyes as she smiled and looked to each 
of them. "Thank you, all of you." 


Jintar walked up and handed Dinua a plasma pistol. "You're 
welcome. Jeban. Now let's get rid of this filth and call it a day. You 
and Doran could use some quality time in the med-bay. The 
Kyr'tsadika wasn't kidding when she said the two of you look like 
osik." 


Dinua gripped the pistol and looked at Overd's beaten form. Slowly, 
she extended her arm, aiming the barrel at her tormentor. She 


closed her eyes and knew that all she had to do was pull the trigger. 
Pull the trigger and Overd's life would be over. He was on the 
ground, blood from multiple wounds soaking the tunic he was 
wearing. Despite losing, defiance still shown in his eyes, as if 
goading her to finish the job. 


She breathed in, breathed out. 

And then made her choice. 

FtF Chapter End FtF 

A\N: One last chapter in this story arc to go. I have two more arcs 


planned out and am working on the next one, no idea when it will 
be ready for posting. Next chapter, next week! 


10. Gotalad Kih Parjaise 

Chapter Ta'Raysh: Gotalad Kih Parjaise 
FtF Solus FtF 

"No." 


"No?" Jintar said, taken aback as Dinua slowly shook her head. 
"After everything this..." 


"Skirata," Dinua said softly, staring at Overd with an unreadable 
expression as she lowered her gun. "My choice. He's not worth the 
blaster bolt." 


"What then?" Jintar gestured with his blaster. "Mando law says that 
only you can decide his fate." 


Dinua nodded silently, glancing down at her gun, then over to 
where Doran was resting against a cargo crate. "It was the 
Mandalorian way that got me into this mess in the first place." 


"What he did to you, it's not your fault." Hera said, her glare muted 
by her helmet. 


"Maybe," Dinua shrugged. "But all I know is that continuing to do 
this the Mandalorian way is only going to invite more trouble." 


"You're kidding, right?" Ghes said in disbelief. 


Dinua looked to Doran again but spoke to the others. "So I kill him. 
Then what? Earn the enmity of Clan Rook for the rest of my life? 
His father is clan head. Even if Overd was doing everything by 
Mandalorian customs, is his father really going to just let his son's 
killer go?" 


"You can't let him live," Jintar protested. 


"Go on, coward," Overd spat, his blood and spit landing just short of 
Dinua. "Show them your real self. The cowardly she-dogwho begged 
for mercy when I..." 


Overd was cut off when Tracyn stepped forward and rammed her 
knee into his face, knocking him back to the ground. "Shut up 
already. Jeban, you were going to say something?" 


Dinua smiled faintly at Tracyn's support. "Dikut." 


"Yes?" Doran answered, causing some of the other Mandalorians in 
the hangar to chuckle. 


"Where you come from, your people value diplomacy and 
strengthening bonds between allies, right?" 


"Yes?" Doran said suspiciously. 


"I thought so," Dinua looked to the pink and orange-painted 
armored figure in the hangar. "Commander Wren, I am sure the 
great Vongese commander, Gorak Lah, will appreciate receiving a 
good-will gesture from us. Say, the person responsible for getting 
his men killed due to faulty intelligence?" 


"It would definitely please him," Hera nodded. "He's been really 
angry since that happened. Made him look bad that his men fell for 
such an obvious trap." 


"Skirata, can you and..." Dinua tracked the black-armored 
Mandalorians in the hangar, and then raised an eyebrow at Tracyn. 
"Your people?" 


"We tried really hard not to rescue you," Tracyn answered. "Didn't 
want you to feel indebted to us. It's why we sent in the Di‘kut to 
save you instead." 


"Thank you for being considerate," Dinua remarked with a tilt of her 
head. "Skirata, can you and some of Gedyc's people escort Overd 
Rook to Gorak Lah with my compliments?" 


"It'll be my pleasure," Jintar growled, grabbing Overd by the back of 
his rough-woven tunic. The bluster was gone from the Rook heir as 
he had paled dramatically and struggled to free himself from 
Jintar's iron grip. 


Dinua tilted her head towards Doran. "How was that for my first 
attempt at diplomacy?" 


Doran half-heartedly shrugged. "It's a start." 


Overd was a bit more demonstrative in his opinion. "You can't do 
this to me! I am Overd Rook! I am a Mandalorian..." 


His protesting yells continued to be heard as Jintar and several 


burly Death Watch Mandalorians dragged him out of the hangar. 


"What are we going to do with the rest of them?" Ghes asked, 
motioning to the rest of Rook's followers. 


"Don't care," Dinua said dismissively. "Just....put them on a ship 
back to Manda'yaim. I don't ever want to see them again." 


"Alive?" One of Tracyn's people asked. 


"Killing them is pointless, now," Dinua replied, slowly walking 
towards the hangar exit without looking back. "Won't change what 
they did, make anything better. They'll just have to live the rest of 
their lives knowing that they are pathetic excuses for 
Mandalorians." 


Doran followed her a few paces behind, already sensing her body 
rapidly coming down from the Force-induced high. The moment 
they had rounded the corner and were out of sight of the others, he 
was ready to catch her as her legs gave out. 


"I see what you meant," Dinua groaned, her breathing ragged as a 
tidal wave of pain coursed through her entire body. 


"You're lucky it lasted that long," Doran carefully supported her 
weight as he sat down. "And that your heart didn't give out." 


"What?" Dinua looked at him with an evil eye. 

"Well, most of the Berserkers used by those primitive Force- 
sensitives didn't die from enemy fire. They died because their heart 
couldn't maintain the overclocked status and literally burst in their 
chest." 


Dinua managed to summon the strength to weakly lift a hand up 
and punch him in the shoulder. "Di'kut." 


Doran smiled faintly, taking her hand into his. "Rest now, okay? 
The bad guys are beaten and I've got your back. It's finally over." 


Dinua's eyes flickered shut, her hand gripping his in turn. "It's really 
over?" 


"It really is," Doran murmured, squeezing said hand reassuringly. 


"Thank you... Doran," Dinua's voice was a faint whisper as sleep 


began to overtake her. "For saving my life." 


"Any time," Doran breathed out, closing his eyes as his own 
adrenaline began to recede. 


"Will she be okay?" 


Doran looked over his shoulder at Hera, his exhausted state clear on 
his face. "Physically, nothing a good bacta dip won't fix." 


Hera nodded in understanding. "Having her back doesn't end in the 
battlefield." 


"I know," Doran gently ran a hand through Dinua's hair. He was 
actively using the Force to ensure she had a dreamless sleep. It was 
the least he could do for now. 


"Take the rest of the week off, both of you," Hera ordered. 
"I have no idea what to do," Doran admitted. 


"You're her closest friend," Hera said softly. "Trust in yourself. Jeban 
has, and you haven't let her down yet." 


"Always a first time," Doran breathed out, feeling sleepy himself. 


"T'll put that up to the blood-loss and exhaustion," Hera shook her 
head and knelt by him. She took off her helmet and looked in him 
the eyes. "That time off is for both of you for a reason." 


Feeling her hand on his forehead, the last words Doran managed to 
say before falling asleep was. "Thanks, I think we really need it." 


FtF T'ad FtF 


Doran was refreshed, his injuries taken care of with the miracle 
drug that was bacta, and a good shower helped to rid himself of all 
the grime and dust that had built up in his adventure. But his heart 
still felt heavy and he had an uncomfortable knot in his gut as he 
sat by Dinua's bedside. His only other company in the medbay were 
the steady beeping of various machines, and the aging med-droid 
that rolled about tidying up the bare-bones room. Despite knowing 
that there was little he could have done to prevent her capture, he 
thoroughly despised seeing anyone he cared for in distress of any 
kind. Couldn't help but feel ashamed that he had been unable to do 
anything more for Dinua than his feeble Force healing abilities had 


accomplished. And he definitely did not want to think about how 
Dinua had sustained the many injuries he had tended to, the 
innumerous bruises, burns, and cuts he had 'numbed' so she could 
make the trek back through the nightshade side of the planet. 


After a day-long bacta dip of her own, her skin was unblemished 
and showed no sign of her ordeal. Strangely enough, that worried 
Doran even more. One didn't need to be a Jedi to know that no one 
who went through what she did would be 'okay' any time soon. 
Sure Dinua was a kick-butt super-commando Mandalorian-in- 
training, could probably wipe the floor with him in her sleep. But as 
he gazed upon her sleeping form, he was strongly reminded that 
Dinua was hardly a year older than he was and didn't have the 
friends and family he knew he could fall back on if things became 
rough. He got the sense that Goran Beviin had adopted her out of 
sheer duty, out of a promise made to her mom, rather than any 
feelings of paternal devotion. Knew that if he hadn't pushed for the 
others to help, he would have been on his own when it came to 
rescuing her. 


Despite all these thoughts, he still didn't know what to say when 
she woke up. The last thing he wanted to say was ‘are you okay?’ or 
something rote like that. Would she even want his help? She was so 
independent, used to toughing things out, would she even need 
someone like him? 


He was so caught up in his contemplations that he didn't realize she 
was awake until she gently squeezed his hand. "Su'cuy, Di'kut." 


He covered her hand with both of his and forced himself to smile. 
"Back at ya, Dinua." 


"Thanks to you," Dinua breathed out long and slow, her eyes 
fluttering close. 


Doran searched for something to say. "Commander Wren gave us 
the week off. So we can hang out together...or something. Or you 
can tell me to get lost and you do your own thing. You know, 
whatever works for you." 


Dinua turned away from him, completely silent. The seconds 
awkwardly ticked by for Doran, one of his hands still lightly held by 
her own. When he stood and tried to extract his hand, her grip 
tightened. Doran glanced at their linked hands, then looked away, 
focusing at some spot on a nearby wall. "But of course, since I'm an 
ori'dikut, and don't know any better, I'll just hang around and keep 


bugging you anyways. Until you get tired of me and throw me 
down the garbage chute that is. 1 mean, what are friends for, right?" 


Dinua's body shook silently, and he pretended he didn't see the 
tears pouring down her cheeks as she continued to hold his hand. 
She pretended he didn't notice and continued to silently let the tears 
fall as she squeezed his hand again. The two stayed like that for 
several long minutes, Doran standing with his hand trapped in her 
own, she rolled away and facing the wall, the emotions she had 
held back flooding freely from her. 


Of course, lacking tact, the med-droid chose that moment to roll 
over. "Dinua Jeban, you appear to be crying, are you in any pain?" 


Doran rolled his eyes. "Your photoreceptors are malfunctioning. 
Dinua is definitely not crying." 


The droid tilted his head. "I have recently had maintenance and 
there were no faults with my photoreceptors. Dinua Jeban is most 
certainly..." 

"Go away or I'll shut you off," Doran glared. 


The droid rolled back in surprise. "I assure you there is no need for 
threats." 


"Go," Doran pointed away and gave the droid a little push with his 
foot. 


"Mandalorians, so touchy," the droid huffed, rolling away. 

Dinua couldn't help but giggle at that, sniffling and wiping at her 
eyes with the collar of her hospital gown. "Big bad dikut, bullying a 
med-droid." 


"Have to establish a pecking order you know," Doran said with an 
embarrassed smile, rubbing the back of his head. 


Dinua sniffled again, but still didn't turn towards him. "So the rest 
of the galaxy, you, then the droid?" 


"Sounds about right," Doran's expression softened, she still had a 
death-grip on his hand. "Errrr...want to go shoot something?" 


"What?" This time Dinua did turn towards him, more out of 
disbelief than anything. 


"Isn't that what you Mandos do when you're upset with the galaxy? 
That or find someone to beat up on?" 


Dinua let out a resigned sigh, shaking her head. "If Mandos did that 
every time we were upset with the galaxy, there wouldn't be a 
galaxy left to be upset about." 


"Good point, you guys really have anger issues." 
"Dikut," Dinua said softly, her brown eyes staring up at him. 


"That's me," Doran said, looking at his feet for a long moment, then 
looking back to her. "Completely clueless about what to do next, no 
idea how to help, terrified I'm going to say the wrong thing and 
make things worse. Stupid, I know, but..." 


"K'atini," Dinua murmured, squeezing his hand again. "Just...just be 
yourself...please." 


Doran smiled faintly, squeezing her hand back in turn. "I can 
definitely do that." 


Her exhaustion returned full force and she swallowed, staring up at 
him. "Can you...do that thing with your Jedi powers...you know... 
for my sleep?" 


"Yeah," Doran whispered hoarsely, not liking the haunted look that 
appeared in her eyes. His joking mood evaporating at the torrent of 
emotions he could sense within her. "Anything you need, Dinua, 
promise." 


"Thank you," she whispered, pulling the blanket over her and 
turning away from his again. 


He gently rested his free hand on her forehead and closed his eyes. 
"Sweet dreams, Dinua Jeban. The worst is over, and I'll help you 
face whatever it is that'll come next." 


FtF Ehn FtF 


It was kind of hard for those in the training academy to not know 
something was up. Everyone had seen the giant fireballs that had 
rained down from the sky when the Yuuzhan Vong had brought in 
their frigate and bombarded a part of the planet from high orbit. 
Everyone knew that Commander Hera Wren had gone out and then 
returned and headed straight for Goran Beviin's office. It was also 


kind of hard to miss Tracyn eating in the mess-hall in full 
Mandalorian armor...she had four Kyr'tsad bodyguards with her in 
similar armor. The fact that Rook had publically broadcasted Doran 
Sarkin-Tainer's 'death,' and supposed capture of Dinua Jeban, yet 
both were seen around the base without a scratch on them, only 
added to the confusion. Everyone knew something had happened, 
and rumors were flying wildly. 


"Did you hear the one where I managed to unite the Gedyc Faction 
and True Mandalorians by sleeping with..." 


"Yes," Dinua rolled her eyes and tossed him a fruit. "I also heard the 
one where said diplomacy failed and she castrated you over a poor 
performance, so you brought the Vongese in to...soothe... your 
wounded manhood." 


"Sorry, but I don't want the Yuuzhan Vong anywhere near my 
manhood, wounded or not," Doran said, shaking his head. 


"I agree with Doran," Jintar said. 

"So you two won't rest until you are sure manhoods in the galaxy 
everywhere are safe from the Vongese threat?" Dinua arched an 
eyebrow. 

"A good a reason to fight a war, right Doran?" Jintar nodded. 

"A very good reason." 

"Wait, what are we talking about?" Tracyn interrupted, lounging 
next to Doran on the squadroom's couch. "Because I'm pretty sure 
the conversation was about something else entirely." 


"No, I think we're still on topic," Jintar blinked, shaking his head. 
"So let's stay on topic." 


"We were talking about nicknames we give each other," Doran said 
wryly. "That has nothing to do with the current topic." 


"Right," Tracyn lightly kicked Jintar. "You were saying you call your 
best friend 'Fish-Girl?" 


"Yeah," Doran elaborated. "She's a Melodie. They turn into fish- 
people when they get like twenty or something." 


"That sounds complicated," Tracyn spoke. "So this girl, does she 


have a name?" 


"Sannah," Doran answered."She's a year younger than me. We kind 
of became friends when I bumped into her swimming in one of the 
lakes by the academy. We were about...I think nine or ten at the 
time. She had used these leaf fronds and strapped them to her 
hands and feet. When I asked her what she was doing, she said that 
she was practicing for when she got older. Later, I called her fish- 
girl on accident and the name kind of stuck." 


"At least it's nice to know that your mouth filter hasn't really 
changed since then," Jintar laughed. 


"I thought it was kind of cute," Tracyn lobbed a couch pillow at 
him. 


"Is she good with any weapons?" Dinua asked. 


"Not sure," Doran shrugged. "Honestly, since then, I've only been 
back to the academy a couple of times. When she becomes a fish- 
person, she's kind of confined to the water of her home planet, so 
when I do see her, she wants to hear about all my latest adventures. 
Which is why she calls me Adventure Boy." 


"Bummer for the two of you," Jintar said. "Well, unless you plan to 
become one of those Jedi hermits and live on that planet with her." 


"She'd kick me off and tell me to live my life if I tried," Doran 
laughed. 


"At least she has some backbone," Dinua muttered. 

"Okay," Jintar clapped his hand. "So we've covered you and the 
Kyr'tsadika, and me. Doran, Kyr'tsadika, either of you have any 
nicknames for Jeban?" 


"Copikla?" Doran offered with a broad smile. 


"Should we revisit the health of your manhood?" Dinua glowered, 
looking homicidal as she stood. 


Even Tracyn was looking at Doran askance, eyebrows arched. 
"Really, Dikut? After what she just went through?" 


"What?" Doran protested, eyes wide and hands out to forestall any 
murder. "Jintar told me that Copikla meant cute. I just thought it'd 


be funny if the deadliest Mando on this base was called Cutie or 
something like that..." 


"Hairless Wookie Number Two!" Tracyn yelled, throwing another 
pillow at Jintar, before getting up and freeing a vibroblade. 


"What! I didn't know he was thinking about Jeban when he asked 
me how to say 'cute’ in Mando'a," Jintar quickly leapt off his 
barstool and rushed around the island in the small kitchenette for 
protection. "Commander Wren had us working with the baby 
jai'galaar at the time." 


Dinua, wide-eyed, looked back and forth between the two boys in 
disbelief. "Seriously?" 


"Orihaat," Jintar nodded vigorously. "You know I'd never do that to 
the Dikut, right? He doesn't need any help from me putting his foot 
in his mouth." 


Dinua just threw her hands up in the air and stormed out of the 
room. 


"You both are idiots," Tracyn sighed, going after her. 

"Errr..." Doran was still cringing. "What did I miss?" 

"You really should have told me the context," Jintar grimaced. 
"Copikla, use it only for babies and animals. Or baby animals for 
that matter." 


"Okay...why?" 


"You basically just said that Jeban's just a pretty face who makes 
her living on her back." 


Doran processed that for a moment, his eyes growing wide. "What! 
Jintar!" 


"How was I supposed to know you were going to use copikla in 
reference to a girl!" 


"What? Mandos don't call girls cute?" 


"You've seen Mando girls, what do you think they'll do to Mando 
guys if they hear us calling them cute?" 


"Good point," Doran blinked. He then shook his head and stood. "I 
have to go find Dinua." 


"Sure that's a good idea?" Jintar said faintly. 


"You're coming with me," Doran added dryly. "This 
miscommunication thing is your fault in the first place." 


"My fault?" Jintar protested, following Doran out of the room. "You 
should have asked me how to say 'sexy' in Mando'a. That'd have 
clarified things real quick. Unless, of course, you saw baby animals 
as sexy. Then we'd have a whole new problem." 

They rounded the next corner at a light sprint. 

"Do you have any idea where we're going?" Jintar asked. 


"Trying Tracyn's rec-room," Doran replied. "If she's not there then 
she'll be on the balcony of the fifth level." 


"You do realize there are like a dozen levels on this place and it's 
the size of several city blocks. She could be anywhere. " 


"Really? I see her right in front of us," Doran pointed to where both 
Tracyn and Dinua were standing in the hallway, both looking at the 
two of them in an expression that Doran read as half-annoyed, half- 
amused. 


"How did he sneak through the Rook base again?" Tracyn said 
blankly. "At his size, I thought sneaking would be beyond him." 


"Dressed up as a Gonk droid," Dinua said with a quirk of her lips. 


"Jintar offered to teach me how to say 'sexy' in Mando'a," Doran 
volunteered, trying to get the subject off of him. 


"Thanks a lot," Jintar sighed, becoming the target of two dirty looks. 
"You're welcome." 


Dinua lightly punched the both on their arm. "Why do I put up with 
the both of you again?" 


"You're taking pity on us and the rest of the base," Jintar offered. 
"Because you know that anyone else would have blasted us a long 
time ago." 


Dinua rolled her eyes and took a several step lead over the rest of 
the group. 


"Psst," Doran whispered over to Jintar. "How do you say 'sexy' in 
Mando'a?" 


"Or'nadala," Tracyn answered in exasperation. 
"I was going to say that." 


"Right, like we're going to trust you with teaching him any more 
Mando'a slang," Tracyn muttered, shaking her head. "By the way, 
Baby Hairless Wookie One. If you use that on a Mando woman you 
don't know, she's more than likely to shoot you. If you use it on a 
Mando woman you do know, you better be damned sure you're 
already sleeping with her. And if you use it on a Mando woman you 
know, and the one who you're sleeping with hears it, she'll more 
than likely shoot you." 


"Errr...which one will shoot me?" 

"Both of them," Tracyn deadpanned. 

"Uncle Mereel can testify to that," Jintar agreed. "Several times. He's 
a slow learner. Don't use it on a woman you know with her husband 
or brothers in hearing range." 

. "Noted, thanks," Doran said, blushing profusely. "Is there any 
compliment I can give to a Mando woman without being shot, 
maimed, or castrated?" 


"Kyramla," Tracyn said after a moment of thought. "Atin'la too is 
pretty safe." 


"Deadly and tough?" Doran translated in his mind, then it was his 
turn to roll his eyes. "Of course." 


"What'd you expect?" Jintar laughed. 
Doran shook his head at the both of them. "Mandalorians." 
"Yup," Jintar said, still chuckling. 


Doran jogged slightly to catch up with Dinua. "Does Mirdala work 
for you?" 


"Clever One?" Dinua asked with a sidelong glance to him. 


"That can't possibly have any sexual meanings....can it?" Doran said 
worriedly. These were Mandalorians he was talking about. 


Dinua smiled again, looking away almost in embarrassment. "No, it 
doesn't. But I don't think it fits me. If I were any more clever, my 
aliit wouldn't be made up of only misfits and outsiders." 


"Nah, you were clever enough to get Tracyn, Jintar, and me into 
your aliit, because you knew we had what it takes to help you 
become a blamo-super-mando-commando." 


"You're forbidden from ever saying that again," Dinua said dryly. 
"Super-mand....?" 


"Yes, that," Dinua cut him off, playfully nudging him with her 
shoulder. 


"I thought it was pretty catchy," Doran pouted. "Boba Fett's elite 
people can go zooming around in jetpacks with everyone fearing 
the mighty Blamo-Super-Mando-Commandos and its Whamo- 
Mando-Commander. So much more intimidating and easier to say 
than ori'ram....whatever." 


"Ori'rami'kade. And I told you to never say it again," Dinua groaned. 
She glanced back to the other two. "Tracyn, want to trade hairless 
Wookies?" 


"You sure you want to deal with Hairless Wookie Two?" Tracyn 
said. "Kaysh an'agol kih'mirshe." 


"Hey, I have some brains," Jintar protested. "And these muscles are a 
work of art." 


"At least he doesn't say things like whamo-super-mando- 
commando." 


"That's blamo-super-mando-commando, and whamo-mando- 
commander. Get it right," Doran corrected. 


"See," Dinua said. 


"That's kind of catchy," Jintar said. 


"See," Doran grinned 


"You're just saying that so you'll be further away from my 
vibroblade," Dinua glared at Jintar. 


The group rounded the corner and nearly collided with Goran 
Beviin. 


"Dinua, I was on my way to see you," Goran said evenly. 
"Father?" 


"I have received word from Manda'yaim. They have decided not to 
revoke Clan Rook's clan status on one condition." 


"Yes?" 


"That Clan Leader Beroya Rook meet with you to personally 
apologize and publically strike all mention of Overd Rook from his 
clan registry. As Overd lost the Game of Annihilation, he is to 
forever be erased from the history of Manda'yaim." 


"That's ridiculous," Jintar interjected. "Sir...But it doesn't change the 
fact that he...you know what he did! And it was his clan that 
allowed him to run amuck so they share the blame! " 


"You do not have to meet with him," Goran addressed his daughter, 
ignoring Jintar's outburst. "It is perfectly understandable if you do 
not." 


"And what would happen to Rook?" Dinua said stiffly, unaware that 
she was gripping Doran's hand in a white-knuckled grip until she 
saw Goran glance at their joint hands. She didn't let go though, and 
stared woodenly straight ahead. 


"As they would have failed to fulfill what the other Clans ordered, 
they would lose clan status and their entire family banned from 
setting foot on Manda'yaim." 


"No less than they deserve," Jintar muttered. "Come on, Doran, say 
something." 


Doran was silent long enough for the others to glance at him as 
well. 


"You have an opinion, ad?" Goran said neutrally. 


"Can't change the past," Doran finally answered with a shrug, 
holding Dinua's unreadable gaze. "Only thing you can affect is the 
future. This galaxy is going to Kessel in a hand-basket, do we really 
want to make more enemies over something that can't be changed?" 


"Let them hang in the noose they created," Jintar protested, his 
anger at what Overd had done to Dinua clear on his face. "They 
started a fight they're only now realizing they can't win. Now they 
want to come begging for forgiveness? If we let them live, they'll be 
around to cause more problems in the future, will hold a grudge 
against us for getting Overd killed." 


"Once an enemy has lost the will to fight, they're an enemy no 
longer," Tracyn voiced. "Why continue to fight when the enemy 
concedes the battle? All you'll do is embitter them and make future 
enemies more determined to crush you." 


"Wise words, from a Kyr'tsad," Goran said, sounding surprised. 


"Bo Katan might have taught me combat, Commander Beviin, but 
I've always believed that words can be the most lethal weapon out 
there," Tracyn inclined her head slightly. 


"T'll meet with him," Dinua voiced out in a quick breath. 
"Dinua?" Goran sounded surprised. 


"Before...everything..." Dinua released Doran's hand and walked to 
a nearby viewport to gaze out at the seemingly endless mountains 
of gravel. "Before Overd did what he did...I would have agreed with 
Skirata. Rook made its choices and would have to live with them. I 
would have cared less that my refusal to meet with them would 
leave them planetless and peopleless. But...what's the point of 
punishing them further? Beroya has lost family because of this, to 
me and to the Kyr'tsad attack on his homestead. If I read the report 
right, he lost another two sons and a wife in that attack. Compared 
to me, he's had it a lot worse." 


"You are under no obligation to meet with him," Goran reminded, 
his voice surprisingly gentle. "It was my duty to pass on the 
message, nothing more." 


Dinua looked back to her friends, a slightly smile appearing. "After 
everything...I am trying a new outlook on life. It seems to do 
wonders for a certain di'kut that I know, so I figured there was no 
harm in trying. Besides, I will not be alone. My aliit will be at my 


side, father." 


Goran again looked at Doran, and Doran had the distinct impression 
the trained Mandalorian soldier was devising impressive and 
sadistic ways to kill him. "So they will. You have chosen your aliit 
well." 


"Thank you," Dinua bowed her head. "Please let Beroya know that I 
will be available to meet with him. He can bring whoever he wants, 
whatever weapons he wants, I will not run." 


"I will pass it on," Goran said. "Doran Sarkin-Tainer. There is 
another matter I wish to speak with you about. Meet me in my 
office after this evening's meal..." The Mandalorian commander 
glanced at the proximity of Dinua to Doran. "Come alone." 


"Yes, sir," Doran swallowed. 


Goran nodded stiffly, and then turned and left the young teens 
alone. 


"I'm doomed," Doran sighed. 

As one, Dinua, Jintar, and Tracyn said. "K'atini!" 
FtF Cuir FtF 

"Enter." 


Doran entered Goran Beviin's office, then briefly wondered if he 
had entered the wrong room. The room was relatively dim 
compared to usual. Instead of the bright glow of the ceiling lamps, a 
trio of sconces bathed the room in a blood-red light. Guns, blades, 
and various other weapons of all sorts were strewn about. Several 
large, burly Mandalorians were cleaning one sort of weapon or 
another, their biceps about the size of Doran's head. Goran Beviin 
himself was seated at his desk and was polishing a large, serrated 
combat knife that looked akin to a small sword than any knife 
Doran had seen. Next to Goran was a sandy-blond haired 
Mandalorian who was pounding out a dent in a battered piece of 
Mandalorian armor. 


"Sorry...but you told me to come after the evening meal," Doran 
said, eyes darting to the Mandalorians in the room and the plethora 
of weapons scattered about the place. 


"So I did," Goran stood to his full height, experimentally twirling the 
combat-knife about in a series of blink-and-you'll-miss-it swirls and 
cuts. "It is good that you are punctual." 


"So what was this matter about?" Doran hesitantly edged pass one 
of the other Mandalorians who was testing out the feel of a heavy 
assault rifle. 


"My daughter," Goran said succinctly. He motioned to the 
Mandalorian pounding out the armor "More accurately, the 
daughter Medrit and myself took in after Briika passed." 


"Okay..." Doran said nervously. 


Goran turned sharply and threw the combat knife with laser- 
accuracy, the blade embedding itself to the hilt in a target on the 
opposite side of the office...right over Doran's shoulder. "I thank 
you for successfully rescuing her from Clan Rook's progeny." 


"You're welcome," Doran gulped. 


"But as you know, she is in a particularly vulnerable state right 
now," Goran continued, returning to his desk and stripping down a 
shatter-gun. "What Overd did was unspeakable and distasteful to 
the extreme. If you had not handled it in the fashion you did, I 
would have taken matters into my own hands." 


Doran jumped when he heard a tearing sound from at his side and 
cast a sidelong glance to see a Mandalorian wrapping up a det-pack 
in tape. "I'm glad you approve, sir." 


"Be grateful," Goran nodded, checking the back of the scattergun in 
an action that had both barrels pointed towards Doran. "As I was 
saying, my daughter is especially vulnerable right now, and should 
anyone take advantage of that, coerce her to do something she 
might not ordinarily do...I would be very displeased." 


"I would too, sir," Doran managed. 


"And not just myself," Goran continued conversationally, setting the 
scattergun down and picking up a wicked looking spear-like 
weapon. "Though she does not have many friends in her age group 
and is treated like a pariah by many on this base, there are those 
who have daughters as well and view her as their own. They too 
would be displeased should anyone use this time to pressure Dinua 
into anything." 


Doran glanced at the other large Mandalorians in the room, 
swallowing heavily. He had a feeling that Overd Rook had gotten 
off easily compared to what Goran's aliit could dish out. He also had 
a feeling that Goran was talking directly to him, and a chill went 
down his spine. 


"No worries about that, sir," Doran said hastily, breaking out into a 
sweat. 


"I'm glad we're clear," Goran said amiably, he set the spear down on 
the desk and began to check a pistol. "Now, about the reason why I 
called you here. You are dismissed, gentlemen." 


"There's more?" Doran blinked as the other Mandalorians filed out 
of the room. 


"The thing about my daughter was just an icebreaker," Goran 
shrugged. "Help you feel more comfortable being in my office." 


"Uh huh," Doran nodded for the sole sake of being agreeable, his 
legs feeling like they were made of jelly. 


"In any case. You must be more aware of when you demonstrate 
your abilities," Goran said evenly. "Gorak Lah has received several 
unconfirmed reports that there is a Force-sensitive individual on 
this station. Given how most of the drama has centered around you 
this last month, he has also taken notice of you." 


Doran paled slightly. "Does he suspect...?" 


"Possibly," Goran said evenly. "But at the moment, after the debacle 
with Rook's faulty information, he is hesitant to act on rumors and 
innuendo. Should anything more substantial surface, however, he 
will most definitely begin investigating." 


"T'll try to keep a lower profile." 


"Endeavor to do so," Goran said. "As it is, I have been 'convinced' by 
Gorak Lah to host a company of Vongese warriors on this base. On 
the surface it is to see how we Mandalorians train for war. But I 
suspect ulterior motives as well. They will be moving in over the 
course of the next month and will be occupying the west wing of 
the base, it was the only part of the base able to accommodate the 
numbers they wish to bring. I understand that the training facility I 
granted Gedyc is in that area, so if you continue to use it, expect 
observers." 


"Sir," Doran nodded. He wondered if Goran was aware of Hera's 
Force abilities, but decided not to bring it up. 


"To minimize your time on this base, we will be accelerating your 
training as well. You will receive the same lessons potential 
Or'ramikade Mando'ade receive. This is also in part to keep you and 
my daughter in the same training cohort, but also to throw off 
Gorak Lah's scent. He is under the impression that Jedi are cowards 
who eschew battle and recognition so he will not believe someone 
trying out for the elite would be a Jedi." 


"Understood." 

"Know this, the lessons you have gone through now will seem like 
child's play," Goran said sternly. "Mandalorians have actually died 
trying to prove themselves worthy of the Or'ramikade. Though you 
will not technically be allowed into their ranks should you survive, 
the toughness and skills you will learn should be more than enough 


to fulfill what your mother requested we teach you when she made 
the deal with me." 


"Thank you," Doran swallowed. Just what he needed, even more 
insane Mando lessons on top of homicidal extra-galactic aliens. 


But hey, what sort of Jedi would he be if his problems weren't 
galaxy-destabilizing in nature? 


"One last thing," Goran intoned. 

"Yes?" 

"Here," Goran handed the young Force-user a datapad. 
Doran took it with a quizzical look. "What is it?" 

"For my daughter." 


"You can't give it to her yourself?" Doran asked before he could 
filter his words. He grimaced. 


"For appearances sake, no," Goran answered succinctly. "This would 
be better coming from you in any case." 


Doran nodded in understanding. As commander of the entire base, 
he doubted Goran could show favoritism to anyone, even his own 
daughter. 


"You may leave." 


Doran nodded again and departed from Goran's office. As the door 
closed behind him, Doran couldn't help but look at the datapad. The 
document on it was titled Ancient Practices of the Mando'ade and 
Their Origins. Doran blinked again, curious. The first chapter was on 
the War of Annihilation. As he scrolled through the information on 
the datapad, his eyebrows raised higher and higher. Finally, he 
couldn't help but stop and look back over his shoulder 
incredulously. Maybe Goran had meant something else when he 
said ‘appearances’ were the reason why he couldn't give Dinua the 
datapad. 


Either way, Doran was immensely glad the man was an ally and not 
an enemy. 


FtF Rayshe'a FtF 


Doran felt like he was in the middle of a showdown in one of those 
old Wild Space adventurer Holo-shows that some planets in the 
Outer Rim were only now just receiving despite them being out in 
the Core for several decades. There were the good guys, the bad 
guys, and the random vegetation that blew across the tract of land 
between them. The sky was full of white, fluffy clouds, the sun 
shining almost directly overhead. All that was missing was the cry 
of an avian raptor and the scene would be complete. 


Meeting in the Flatlands meant that no one could hide in the 
shadows, could skulk behind a hill or giant boulder. The 
unforgiving stretch of flat, glassed rock meant that the people in the 
showdown could see from horizon to horizon. 


In this case the 'good guys' numbered seven. The 'bad guys' thrice as 
many, as Overd's father had essentially brought with him every 
blood-related member of Clan Rook capable of making the trip to 
Gargon. Said members of Rook were in full Mandalorian regalia, 
with two even carrying flags strapped to poles affixed to the back of 
their Mandalorian armor like standard bearers. The crest of Clan 
Rook flapped boldly in the breeze, the helmeted figures of Rook 
looking imposing as they stared down the group of teenagers and 
young adults arranged before them. 


Teenagers and young adults who were completely unarmed and 
unarmored. 


"You sure this is a good idea?" Ghes Orade murmured to Dinua, 


looking decidedly uncomfortable by his lack of armor or weapons. 


"We didn't come here to fight," Dinua said evenly. Standing in the 
usual off-duty rough-woven tunic the trainees at the Gargon 
training base wore. "And I do not fear them." 


The two sides approached one and other, both walking talk with 
heads held high. Several of the Rook contingent had their hands on 
the butts of their weapons; others were openly carrying their 
weapons in a casual manner. Beroya Rook was identifiable by his 
slate gray armor amid the colorful array worn by the others. He was 
a tall, muscular man, and his armor protected every centimeter of 
his towering size. It was clear where Overd had gotten his own 
height and build from. 


"Gray means what?" Doran murmured to Tracyn. 
"Mourning," Tracyn replied, her garb similar to Dinua's. 
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"Oh." Doran paused. It was easy to think of the entirety of Clan 
Rook as similar in nature to Overd. That they were heartless thugs 
who deserved what was coming to them. But at the same time, he 
had to remember that they were living beings, with families, with 
feelings. Doran wondered if his time among the Mandalorians had 
brushed off on him just as much as some of his Jedi pacifism had 
apparently brushed off on Dinua. 


Dinua stepped forward, her new, short spiky hairdo accented with a 
strip of cloth wrapped around her forehead. "Olarom, Beroya Rook." 


"Olarom, Dinua Jeban." The large, armored Mandalorian stepped in 
front of his group to meet her. "I thank you for meeting me." 


"Say your piece," Dinua inclined her head slightly. 


The large Mandalorian removed his helmet to reveal a battleworn 
face etched with wrinkles and creases. His salt-and-pepper whiskers 
were similar to his military-cut hair-style. Out of place of the image 
of a warrior he projected were his blue eyes full of remorse. He 
knelt on bended knee before Dinua. "As per the tradition Overd 
invoked, he is hence forth a dar'manda. Stricken from the registry of 
Clan Rook, his name will never be uttered in polite circles, and it 
will be as if he had never existed in my eyes." 


"As it should be," Dinua said ritually, her face expressionless. 


"Though he invoked a battle between aliit, the rest of Clan Rook 
bears you no ill-will. As Clan Leader, I ask for your understanding, 
that you do not punish an entire family for the foolish actions of 
one who no longer is." 


"Father!" One of the red-armored Mandalorians protested. "This isn't 
what we talked about on the way..." 


"Silence!" Beroya barked, his baritone order a sharp contrast to the 
humble air he had approached Dinua with. 


"No, father," the Mandalorian shook his head. "Look at her! She's a 
mere child with children as her aliit! To humble ourselves before..." 


Beroya stood, pistol in hand and pointed directly at his son. "I have 
given you all too long a leash, Chekar. Look where it has gotten 
you! You will stay your tongue or for the good of Clan Rook I will 
end you right here and now!" 


"I call out Clan Jeban," Chekar said defiantly. "To restore the honor 
of Clan Rook, I will end her here and now." 


Beroya's eyes closed, pained, for a moment, before he stepped aside. 
"You are a foolish child. Too much of your mother in you." 


"And Clan Rook is all the more weaker because those Kyr'tsad 
hut'uune murdered her," the red-armored Mandalorian sneered. He 
stepped forward and pulled out a long vibrosword, pointing it at 
Dinua. "To the death." 


"Since you are not Clan Leader, you have no right to face me," 
Dinua said emotionlessly. "You will face one of my aliit instead." 


"You...!" 


"It is within tradition," Beroya rebuked softly. "You have called out 
her clan. As leader, it is her choice to accept the challenge or not." 


"Doran," Dinua looked over her shoulder. 

Doran blinked, surprised. Both at the fact that she had used his 
name, and at the fact that she was addressing him in the first place 
when there were trained Mandos to the left and right of him. 
"Yeah?" 


"He's yours." 


"Getting me back for roping you into that duel in the hangar?" 
Doran said wryly, stepping up next to her. 


"You lose the fight, I'll be very unhappy with you," Dinua matched 
his tone. 


"He has a giant sword," Doran pointed out. 
"Here," Beroya threw a vibrosword into the ground at Doran's feet. 


"Thanks," Doran was taken aback, picking up the sword with a 
questioning look on his face. 


"Not all of my Clan has forgotten what honor is," Beroya spoke 
almost remorsefully. 


"Don't suppose you have a spare set of armor too?" Doran asked 
with a weak smile. 


Beroya shook his head. 
"Didn't hurt to ask," Doran shrugged, activating the vibrosword. 


"A mere child," Chekar scoffed. The others formed a circle around 
the two. 


"Shouldn't be worried at all then, right?" Doran retorted. "I mean, 
your relation had a small army and enough weapons to level a city 
and he still lost to us. You seem loads smarter than him so you 
should have no problem at all." 


"You piece of osik!" Chekar snarled, he lunged forward. 


Doran parried. The vibrosword was only slightly heavier than a 
lightsaber, but as someone who had handled a multitude of melee 
weapons in his adventures, the weight change hardly affected him. 
He riposted, forcing Chekar to take a step back. 


"You do know this fight is pointless, right?" Doran continued. 
Though he wasn't using the Force, the ancient art of trash-talking to 
demoralize or unnerve an opponent was something both Jedi and 
Sith employed. Chekar no doubt had many more years of training 
with the vibrosword, would outlast him if the fight was stretched 
out too long. But at the moment, Chekar was angry, humiliated, and 
not thinking clearly. Doran knew it was his job to keep the Mando 
in that state of mind. "Even if you turn me into a skewer, your dad 


will beat you senseless. Or maybe , beat you until your sense 
returns." 


Chekar roared out again and slashed viciously at Doran. One slash 
cut through the tunic he wore and left a small, stinging cut across 
Doran's chest. Doran retaliated with a slash of his own, but the 
vibrosword only left a streak against Chekar's chest plate. Chekar 
lashed out again, opening a cut on Doran's left arm. Doran knew he 
needed a new plan. The Mando was enraged, but the armor Chekar 
wore made up for his sloppy defense. Doran threw his vibrosword 
aside, knowing it would be of little use to him. 


Chekar lunged once more, but this time Doran side-stepped the 
attack and spun along the length of the outstretched arm. Chekar 
looked to the side in surprise, especially since Doran had gripped 
either side of Chekar's helmet. Then, in a move no one expected, 
Doran completely twisted the helmet so that the T-shaped visor was 
facing the opposite direction. Since Chekar didn't have eyes in the 
back of his head, he was now blinded by his own helmet. 


Doran grabbed Chekar's arm and dragged the Mandalorian to the 
ground before Chekar could recover from his shock. Chekar swung 
his vibrosword blindly at Doran. Doran gripped his wrist and forced 
it behind Chekar's back. Seeing a pair of binders in Chekar's utility 
belt, Doran grabbed them and cuffed Chekar's hands to his utility 
belt. Still Chekar struggled, cursing all the while. Seeing the man's 
boots were magnetically sealed, Doran grabbed the man's flailing 
legs. Chekar tried to kick in response, but Doran used the man's 
momentum against him and forced him onto his stomach once 
more. Swapping the seals in each boot in a move akin to tying one's 
shoelaces together, Doran effectively locked Chekar's feet together, 
ending the fight. 


Or so he thought. Panting from his exertion, Doran picked up the 
two vibroswords and took a deep breath. 


"It's to the death, Doran," Dinua said softly. 

Doran's head whipped up at that. "What? You're kidding, right?" 
"He set the terms," Dinua shook her head. 

Chekar continued to try to free himself, cursing all the while. 


"If I kill him like this, it's murder," Doran protested. 


"Then free him," Jintar shrugged. "The duel's not over until one of 
you is dead. Personally, I prefer that it would be the other guy." 


"Kill or be killed," Ghes agreed. "It's tradition." 


"Well it's a stupid tradition," Doran retorted, shaking his head and 
throwing both vibroswords to the side. "Enough people have 
suffered already. If it's to the death, then consider this guy's life 
mine now. This fight is over." 


Surprise murmuring broke out from both sides, though Dinua's 
expression was one of resigned exasperation, as if she had known he 
would do such a thing. 


"That is why her aliit won," Beroya address those on his side. "Why 
Clan Rook still has a long way to go in proving ourselves to the 
other clans. We might know the traditions, rituals, and rites by 
heart, but unless we understand it in our souls, regurgitating them 
will be pointless. Verd ori'shya beskar'gam!" 


Doran, who had stepped back next to Tracyn, blinked. "So...by 
doing the un-Mandalorian thing, I actually did the Mandalorian 
thing?" 


"No, Dikut," Tracyn rolled her eyes. "But by doing the un- 
Mandalorian thing, you redefined what it meant to be Mandalorian 
to Clan Rook." 


"I so completely meant to do that," Doran nodded, earning him a 
slight elbow dig from the petite Mandalorian teen. 


Beroya knelt down next to his struggling son and removed Chekar's 
helmet. "You have done enough, Chekar. You heard the decision by 
the other clans. Unless Clan Jeban agrees to withdraw her vendetta 
against us, we will be a Mandalorian Clan no longer." 


"We shouldn't have to beg her for mercy! We are Mandalorians." 
"To be Mandalorian is to obey Mand'alor," Beroya said evenly. "And 
the clans follow Mand'alor's orders. If he wanted to stop this, he 
would have. I have said time and again that Rook must stand with 
the other clans, and not apart from them." 

"Your brother and my mother said otherwise." 


"And they are both dead," Beroya said evenly, rising back to his 


feet. "Clan Rook is as Mandalorian as Ordo and Fett." 
"Then why don't they treat us like Ordo and Fett!" Chekar spat. 


"Because you and the others who agreed with my brother keep 
doing dikutla things like this!" Beroya kicked Chekar in the mid- 
section, causing him to slide across the glassy ground and out of the 
center of the fighting ring. Beroya exhaled slowly, then looked to 
Dinua. "Dinua Jeban, if you will grant us a reprieve, I give you my 
word that Clan Rook will never bother you again." 


"I am sure your word is good, but you could not even control your 
own children," Dinua said evenly. "What reassurances do I have that 
another one of your kin will not 'act independent’ of your clan's 
desires?" 


"They know that it would be the ultimate dishonor to renew their 
vendetta after you have shown mercy. I would kill the perpetrator 
myself, kin or no." 


Dinua stared up into the larger man's eyes, her expression offering 
no hint as to what she might be thinking. She released a slow 
breath, then looked back to Doran. Watching him for several long 
seconds, she returned her attention to Beroya. "I will grant no such 
reprieve." 


Again, startled cries on both sides went up at her declaration. 
"Then we will accept the punish..." 

"I am not finished," Dinua interrupted the large man. "You are 
aware of the old rites, I am sure. I only recently looked them up 
during my recovery. Is it not tradition that when a War of 
Annihilation is played, not only is the loser's identity erased from 
time, but that all that was his belongs to the winner?" 


"That....is one interpretation," Beroya said carefully. "Any 
belongings revert to the winner." 


"Including aliit," Dinua stated. 


Now it was Beroya's turn to look surprised. "One normally does not 
take the ancient ways to include aliit." 


"But?" Dinua raised an eyebrow. 


"But...if...that man...claimed that he was acting for Clan Rook, then 
the argument can be made that the aliit was among the chips he 
was gambling with. And since he lost...the winner would own the 
aliit as well." 


"So technically, there would be no need to give your clan reprieve if 
it technically now belongs to Clan Jeban?" Dinua finished. 


Beroya smiled faintly, shaking his head in impressed amusement. "If 
we are using technicalities, then I suppose yes, Clan Rook now 
belongs to Clan Jeban." 


"Good, then as Clan Leader, I order you to return to your dwelling 
on Manda'yaim and continue to live as you have, upholding the 
Resol'nare and living as True Mandalorians. In my absence, you, 
Beroya Rook, are to manage Clan Rook in whatever way you deem 
fit." 


Beroya bowed his head and donned his helmet. "As you command, 
Clan Leader....and thank you." 


"Go," Dinua said, her voice barely above a whisper. 


The Clan Rook members walked the short distance away to where 
their shuttle had landed, and piled in one after another. Beroya 
Rook was the last to board, bowing his head one last time, before 
disappearing into the vehicle. 


Dinua watched the shuttle depart Gargon, then looked to where the 
floating hover-cam had recorded the entire exchange for the 
audience on Mandalore. 


"Clan Jeban views this matter as settled. Those of Clan Rook are 
now under our protection and may remain Mando'‘ade, no further 
action is needed." 


The hover-cam emitted an electronic chitter, and then zoomed 
away. 


"You could have stripped Clan Rook of everything they had," Jintar 
said neutrally. "Could have even booted them off Mandalore. But 
you didn't." 


"A dikut once told me that it was better to make new friends then 
new enemies," Dinua whispered, her gaze still on the sky. "That the 
galaxy can be a lonely place if you try to make it alone. Clan Rook 


wasn't my enemy. My enemy got what he deserved. There was no 
point in punishing his family for his deeds." 


"Did you plan to take in Clan Rook all along?" Hera asked gently. 


Dinua closed her eyes, a slightly smile appearing on her face. "No...I 
decided to...wing it. This galaxy is going to dar'yaim really soon, 
and nothing I do will change the past. But the future...with allies at 
my side, I am sure we can forge one that will be stronger than even 
the strongest bars of beskar iron." 


"You actually read about old Mandalorian practices?" Tracyn said 
curiously. 


"The datapad the Dikut gave me contained instances where there 
were other options besides death," Dinua confirmed with a nod. 


"Should have figured you'd convince her to try your ways out," 
Jintar sighed, shaking his head and mock-glaring at Doran. 


Doran nodded faintly, feeling light-headed. "Would now be a bad 
time to say that I need to go to the med-bay again? I think Chekar's 
blade was poisoned." 


Doran was barely aware of the uproar that his comment made as his 
legs gave out. If it weren't for Jintar grabbing him, he would have 
cracked his head open on the glassy rock beneath them. Just before 
he lost consciousness, Doran wondered if he should move his 
quarters into the med-bay. He seemed to go there often enough. 


FtF Resol FtF 


The top of the training base was fairly cold, but Doran didn't mind 
at all. Seated next to him was the short-haired Dinua Jeban, one of 
her hands resting lightly atop one of his. Neither of them were the 
same person from two weeks earlier. Though the change slightly 
unnerved both, for different reasons of course, they were also, to 
some extent, at peace with it. 


"We restart our training tomorrow," Doran murmured, the distant 
sun nearing the horizon and setting the clouds on fire. 


Dinua nodded silently. 


"I know better than to ask if you're up for it..." Doran began, he 
looked to his roof-partner. "But...are you?" 


The warm sunlight bathing her, Dinua closed her eyes, her hand 
tightening around his. "No." 


"Neither am I," Doran admitted. 
"You?" Dinua arched an eyebrow at him. 


The corner of Doran's lips tugged upwards. "I liked this past week, 
just hanging out with you without the threat of extra laps around 
the obstacle course. Sleeping in late, not going to bed and waking 
up an aching mess. Definitely more my style." 


"Dikut," Dinua rolled her eyes, lightly shoving him. 


"Seriously though...your dad said he'd up my training, move me 
into the Blamo-Super-Mando-Commando prospects. I'm barely 
hanging in there with regular Mando training, how does he expect 
me to survive the amped up version of it? No amount of sucking it 
up is going to keep me from getting dead." 


"True," Dinua nodded. She reached up and turned his head so that 
they were eye to eye. "That's my job. You watch my back, I have 
yours." 


Doran felt his mouth suddenly dry up as he reflexively covered her 
hand with one of his. Her brown eyes widened, and she swallowed 
visibly. He took it as a positive sign that she had made no move to 
disembowel him. He couldn't help but stare at the rare emotion 
shining in her eyes, counting the smattering of freckles that dotted 
her flawless skin. He leaned forward slightly, she unconsciously 
doing the same. 


And then he suddenly remembered the front end of a giant 
scattergun pointed in his direction and he quickly dropped his hand 
and pulled back. 


"Sorry." 


Dinua removed her hand just as quickly and turned her gaze to 
some random object in the distance. She used her usual name for 
him, but sounded completely flustered at the same time. "Di'kut." 


Memo to self, get mom to find me someone to teach me more about how 
to act around girls, Doran thought, feeling his cheeks warm. He 
hazarded a glance towards Dinua and saw her smiling slightly. "I 
said that out loud, didn't I?" 


Dinua nodded, turning her head further away so he couldn't see her 
expression. 


"Can you give me a second to find a vibroblade so you can stab me 
with it?" 


"Jumping off the top of the base would be less messy," Dinua 
pointed out. 


"I have superpowers," Doran said dryly. "I'll probably just break a 
leg or two." 


"Shame, guess you have to keep living then." 


"Drat," Doran sighed dramatically, trying to cover for his pounding 
heart. And then he heard Dinua giggle, and nearly fell off the roof 
at the sound. His head whipped towards her, but she had schooled 
her face into impassiveness. "Did you just..." 


Dinua glowered at him. 
"Definitely my imagination," Doran gulped. 


They fell back into their usual silence, both searching for something 
to say that wouldn't make the situation any more awkward. 


"It goes both ways, you know," Doran finally managed, his cheeks 
still pink so he kept his gaze out at the horizon. "You watch my 
back, keep me alive. I do the same for you. If anyone says anything 
about you when we get back, Jintar, myself, even Tracyn, we'll kick 
their butts after you're through with them." 


Dinua's hand silently sought his out once more, even as she too 
continued to gaze out into the distance. 


"Whatever happens when we return, I'll be at your side, promise. 
And if things ever become too much...I'll find you up here and we'll 
just sit and chat like this." Doran was slightly startled when Dinua 
leaned into him, resting her head on his shoulder and hugging his 
arm. Her gaze was still on the scenery, but her eyes were definitely 
watery. He quickly looked away, finding a distant mountain very 
interesting as the sleeve of his shirt became damp. "And if you need 
to spar or something to vent your frustrations, I'll happily volunteer 
Jintar or Tracyn and cheer you on from the sidelines." 


Dinua let out a choking laugh, reflexively squeezing his arm. 


"Ori'dikut." 


Doran released a slow, long breath, his heart still beating rapidly as 
the warmth of Dinua's form pressing into his side counteracted the 
cold Gargon air. "I've got your back, Dinua Jeban." Doran 
murmured solemnly, glancing down to the teen leaning to him. 


"And I yours, Doran Sarkin-Tainer," Dinua whispered, brown eyes 
glowing in the evening sunlight as she hugged his arm once more. 
"Vor entye par anayen, ner vod." 


FtF E'tad FtF 
Hi mom, 


I know it's been a while since I last recorded a message for you, but 
things have been...well...crazy. More so than usual. In the span of a 
single week, I've taken lives, indirectly caused lives to be taken, and 
traveled by unstable box twice. I've fought for a girl's honor, turned said 
girl into a Berserker so she could fight for her own honor...and before 
you say it mom, yes I know how dangerous it was and I promise to never 
use a Force technique I haven't mastered again...any time soon....errr... 
scratch that last part. You know how unpredictable things can be. I'll 
probably use another one of those crazy Force-techniques-I-haven't- 
mastered next week for all I know. 


About the Force and all the Jedi teachings. I know you raised me to be 
all merciful-Jedi-kindness on even the most baddest of the bad in the 
galaxy, but the Mandalorians do have a point. If we keep letting the 
baddest of the bad live, aren't we hurting more people in the long run? I 
get showing mercy and everything, and how killing is a last resort thing, 
but is there ever a time it's the only resort? If we spare a bad guy and he 
goes on to kill hundreds, aren't those deaths on us? Sure you could argue 
we had no control over the bad guy's actions and that he had a choice to 
kill or not. But if we had killed him, wouldn't it have saved all those 
people? Isn't it more dark to spare one person who goes on to kill many, 
than to kill that one person and save the many he could have killed? 


I can see why the Mandalorians have survived for so long with such a 
fractured government and identity. To them, the galaxy is basically 
black or white. You're with them or you're against them. You're helping 
your clan or you're hurting it. You told me once that only Sith deal in 
absolutes, so wouldn't the Mando-way of thinking make them Sith 
without lightsabers and Force-powers? At the same time, they have a 
sense of justice, of honor, which makes that black and white divide 
crystal clear. Unlike we Jedi where we can be a Tittle bit' dark yet still be 


Jedi, or even go all the way to the other side and still redeem ourselves. 
Master Durron blew up a sun, Master Skywalker served that clone of 
Palpatine, his wife was Palpatine's right-hand, and Master Solusar was 
one of the Emperor's elite dark Jedi. Yet they are all in a leadership 
position in the Order. What do the families of those they killed think of 
the Jedi Order for that? Sure Master Skywalker and Durron have done 
good since, but if my family had been killed because of their actions, I 
don't think I could ever forgive them. 


Family. I thought I knew what it meant before I got here. I have you and 
dad, and that's all right? The Mandos definitely helped to redefine what 
family is to me. I guess you could say I'm part of Clan Jeban now, a 
member of her aliit. I have a few new sisters and brothers if I think of it 
that way. One is that girl I told you about my first week. You know, the 
head of a terrorist Mandalorian cell bent on overthrowing the 
establishment? Then there's Commander Hera. She's like five or six years 
older than me and can use the Force but calls herself a Mandalorian. 
Ghes Orade lost his biological family thanks to the Mando terrorists. 
Ram Zerimar is wicked smart and deadly with a sniper rifle and his 
entire clan is devoted to hunting that Mandalorian terrorist group. And 
then of course there's Jintar and Dinua. I don't want to jinx it or 
anything, but I'm actually liking my time here regardless of how insane 
everyone is. 


| ee 

"Doran, come quick!" 

Doran looked up from his recording and saw a panting Tracyn 
standing in the doorway of the bunkroom, dying sunlight streaming 
through the port behind her and setting her blond hair aglow like 
some sort of angel. "Tracyn?" 


"Come quick," she repeated in exasperation. 


"Later mom," Doran finished his recording, closing the device and 
springing to his feet. 


"What's up? Is Dinua..." 

"Not her," Tracyn breathed out. From the direction she was leading 
them, Doran knew they were going to the med-bay. "It's Hairless 
Baby Wookie Two." 


"Jintar?" 


"Yeah," Tracyn said, slipping into the med-bay before the doors had 
fully opened. 


Doran entered the room, and when he saw Jintar, his eyes grew 
wide with shock. "What...." 


Jintar was laying flat on a bed in hospital gown, heavy-duty straps 
keeping him in place. Sweat covered his face as he thrashed about, 
muttering incoherently as the restraints creaked against his effort. 

Dinua was at Jintar's bedside, trying to hold down one of his arms. 


"Please stand aside, I will administer a tranquilizing agent," The 
med-droid intoned, rolling towards Jintar with a dermal-injector in 
hand. 


Jintar chose that moment to tear free of his restraints, his fist rising 
and smashing into the med-droid's optics. Doran cursed and lunged 
forward, using his own large form to pin Jintar into place. Dinua 
deftly recovered the injector and tried to bring it to Jintar's arm. 
"Hurry!" 


"Keep him still!" 


"Most of his weight is muscle, do you want to try and hold him 
down," Doran gritted out. 


"K'atini," Dinua removed the cap to the injector with her mouth and 
then jabbed the needle into Jintar's arm. "Haar'chak, I told the 
droids he needed to be sedated when I first brought him in." 


"I'm fine by the way," Doran panted, feeling Jintar grow limp 
beneath him. He extracted himself from off Jintar and stepped back, 
blinking again at the state of his friend. Jintar's hair was almost 
completely gray, his face creased with wrinkles that he most 
certainly did not have earlier that day. "What...happened?" 


"You know Skirata's father is a clone, right?" Dinua said grimly. 


"From the Clone Wars, he told me," Doran nodded, wiping the sweat 
from his brow. 


"The reason there aren't battalions of clones running around is 
because their genome was programmed with accelerated growth," 
Dinua said. 


Doran registered what she had said with a gasp. "Then Jintar..." 


"It looks like Skirata inherited that trait," Dinua breathed out, 
nodding. "His family will be here shortly to bring him to the 
Kyrimorut. We're being granted emergency leave since he's our 
aliit." 


"Dinua, how long did the cloned soldiers live?" Doran said 
worriedly. 


"I only know what Skirata's relatives told me. They said that the 
initial clones were made some ten years before the Clone Wars 
broke out, and that by the end of the war six years later, barely any 
of that original batch was still alive. Those who survived combat 
were old men driving rescue-vehicles and performing other 
maintenance work until their bodies gave out." 


"So...sixteen years..." Doran mentally did the math. "Jintar's going 
to be sixteen this year!" 


Dinua nodded, looking at their friend almost fearfully. "I know." 
Doran swallowed the bitter taste that suddenly rose as he stared at 
his friend's face. "But all the sudden? I mean, he was fine this 
morning and everything." 

"The way it was explained to me was that it was like a genetic 
switch," Dinua breathed out. "The telomeres in his body are normal 
until a certain point, then poof." 

"But I thought his place had the best medical supplies and doctors 
on Mandalore," Doran managed, still slightly in denial. "How could 
they miss it?" 


"IT don't know," Dinua shook her head, staring helplessly at Jintar's 
still form. 


Tracyn lightly elbowed Doran to end the interrogation. "His folks 
are going to be here soon?" 


"In another hour or so," Dinua confirmed. 


"We'll get our answers then," Tracyn said. "And Hairless Baby 
Wookie Two will pull through and we'll yell at him later." 


"To Mandalore then," Doran said firmly. 


"To Manda'yaim." Dinua agreed. "Skirata is part of my aliit and I'll be 


damned if I abandon him when he needs help." 
"You said it," Tracyn nodded. 

"Tracyn," Doran frowned. 

"Yeah?" 

"You're Kyr'tsad." 

"Yes, and?" 


"I don't think that everyone on Mandalore knows your lovable, 
Ewok-Mando self. Won't they...errr ...shoot at you on sight?" 


"Probably," Tracyn nodded. "But I don't leave my friends in distress. 
You know that." 


Doran closed his eyes and stayed silent, nodding in 
acknowledgment. Mentally, however, he was groaning. 


Here I go again. 

FtF Story Arc End FtF 

A\N: Well, this story arc is over. Hope you all enjoyed it. I have no 
immediate plans to post anything any time soon though I am 
working on three different stories in my SW Fish-verse at the 
moment. Until next time! 


-An Origami Fish 


11. Forging Freedom 
Forging Freedom 
FtF I FtF 


Doran couldn't remember the last time the Kyrimorut had been so 
empty. It was strange since Jintar had always talked about how 
close his family was, how lively everything was in his home under 
the surface of Mandalore. 


Jintar. 


Doran looked to the stretcher floating beside him as he, Dinua, and 
Tracyn escorted Tallisibeth (Scout) Enwandung-Esterhazy and the 
unconscious Jintar into the Kyrimorut med-bay. 


"Where is everyone?" Dinua voiced. 
y 


Scout grimaced. "Sundari. Several other clans disliked Kadika's 
foray into clan politics and raised osik over there." 


"Even Jintar's dad?" Doran asked. 


"Part of the problem," Scout frowned. "You probably encountered 
people on Gargon who got on Jintar's case for having a clone fora 
dad." 


"Uh huh," Doran nodded. 


"Mandalorians generally don't care who joins, so long as they follow 
the Resol'nare. But the Skiratas have made many, many, enemies. 
Occasionally, someone challenges the legitimacy of letting cloned- 
beings be Mandalorians. It's a stupid, pointless, waste of time, but 
barring an actually enemy to fight, the Mandalorians need someone 
to vent on. The Skirata's being particularly unique, they become the 
odd-man out." 


"Then again, the New Republic will be in trouble if they focused 

their attentions onto them," cragged-faced Mando-Jedi Bardan Jusik 
said gruffly. Helping to move Jintar onto one of the med-bay's beds. 
"The Skirata's can hold their own. The New Republic, not so much." 


The Kaminoan Jedi Kina Ha ran a device over Jintar and blinked 
slowly. She repeated the test, then calmly lowed the scanner. 


"What's wrong?" Scout asked, having long learned how to read the 
minuet expressions of the Kaminoan that were often 
indistinguishable to most others. 


"It's just like we thought," Kina Ha answered in the sedate manner 
of her people. "This sort of accelerated growth is akin to some of the 
failed, earlier clone batches." 


"Earlier 'batches'?" Doran said in confusion. 


"Yes," Kina Ha's head swiveled in his direction. "The cloners 
experimented with several genetic variations before settling on the 
template used for the Republic's Clone Army. Even then, there were 
unpredictable variations from batch to batch, and the recessive 
traits of the donor sometimes appeared." 


Now it was Tracyn's turn to look confused. "What do you mean by 
'experimented'?" 


"To ensure a stable sample size, the cloners would often create a 
batch of several hundred to several thousand clones to test the 
viability of a template. If there was a defect in a majority of the 
samples, the batch was terminated." 


Tracyn recoiled. "That's barbaric!" 


"I agree. But they were paid to build an army. They could not afford 
to give their client a defective product," Kina Ha said evenly. "One 
of the main defects came from the accelerated growth alteration to 
the genome. It took three batches to attain an acceptable rate of 
growth, and even then the first few batches of cloned soldiers were 
prone to unpredictable growth." 


"But you guys can help Jintar, right?" Doran asked. When the three 
Mandalorian Jedi exchanged meaningful looks with one and other, 
his heart missed a beat. "Right?" 


"Not with the information available to us," Bardan finally said, 
shaking his head. 


"There's nothing we can do?" Tracyn said in disbelief. 
"I didn't say that," Bardan said. "I said we don't have the information 


needed to fix him up. We try tinkering with his genome and we 
could run into a whole host of unintentional results." 


Kina Ha's head bobbed in a motion she had picked up from her 
adoptive family. "I do not think Jintar would appreciate growing a 
third eye or arm." 


"Then what do we do?" 


"The situation is made more difficult since Jintar has only half the 
cloned genome," Scout said. "On the flip side, whether for good or 
bad, the first few batches used by the cloners actually involved 
multiple genomes. The cloners would cherry-pick desirable traits 
from multiple sources in an attempt to get an even more desirable 
result. The batch was discard shortly after creation, however, 
because of the complications multiple DNA profiles created. Rumor 
has it, that was when Jango Fett got involved." 


"So how does all that help Jintar?" Doran voiced. 


"The information they gathered will help us determine how to 
handle this mutation and how to best proceed," Scout said. 


"Great," Tracyn clapped her hands together. "Where's this 
information? Let's go get it." 


"Kamino," Kina Ha said, sounding slightly annoyed. "A system 
beyond the Rishi Maze." 


"Never heard of it," Doran shook his head. From the looks on Dinua 
and Tracyn's faces, they were just as lost as he was. 


"For good reason," Bardan grumped. "They were the source of the 
Republic's Clone Army. When the Empire came to power, Kamino 
rebelled and was put down hard." 


"Darth Vader personally executed Kamino's Prime Minister to set an 
example," Kina Ha sighed. "And torched most of the cloning 
facilities to the ground." 


"On a closer note, Kal Skirata was actually in charge of the group of 
Mandos hired by the Republic to train the clones. If any of Jintar's 
family were available, you can bet they'd jump at the chance to 
return to where it all began." 


"But since they're not, it's up to us," Dinua spoke once more. 


"You got it. Up to the three of you specifically," Bardan said. "The 
three of us need to stay here to keep this kid's condition from 


deteriorating." 


"How will we know what to look for?" Tracyn asked. "None of us 
are scientists." 


"I figured that's where I come in," a new voice said. "General Jusik, 
you called?" 


"Captain Maze," Bardan inclined his head at the newcomer. The 
man was in a typical spacer's outfit, the visor of his helmet covering 
his face. "Thanks for coming. How's the family?" 


"Strong, sir," the man took off his helmet to reveal a face very 
similar to Jintar's father and uncles. "Little Zey is just as strong in 
the Force as his mother." 


"Have the Altisians run into any problems with the Vongese?" Scout 
asked worriedly. 


Maze smiled and shook his head. "No, ma'am. Bespin is out of the 
way enough that I don't think the Yuuzhan Vong care about it at all. 
The Chu'unthor stays low enough in the cloud bank that we'll have 
more than enough warning if the Vong do arrive though. Hey, 
Kom'rk's boy isn't looking too good." 


"The reason why I asked you here," Bardan acknowledged. "Last I 
heard you became the biological science adviser with the Altisians." 


"That's right, last year or so. The previous head decided to step 
down. My team's currently working on creating an electrical current 
that emulates a living body to see how long it can hold a 
conscious." 


"But you're knowledgeable in genetics and the like, right?" Bardan 
asked. 


"Have to be." 


"Great. You mind taking those three back to Kamino? We need the 
data they had on the first batches of clones." 


Maze's face became slightly unreadable as he inclined his head. 
"Back to Kamino, huh?" 


"For Kom'rk's kid," Bardan nodded. 


Maze looked to Tracyn, Doran, and Dinua. "You three can fight?" 


"We can," Dinua said, meeting the old recon-commando's stern gaze 
and stone-cold face. 


Maze's face broke out into a smile. "Great. Then we'll do just fine. 
Pack your stuff. I'll let Nate know we're going to see where his 
granddad grew up." 


"You brought Nate?" Scout's eyebrows shot up. 


"That was before I knew I was taking those three along. Can't do 
anything about it now, general." Maze's smile grew even wider as 
he chuckled at her. 


"Take holos," Bardan said dryly. 


"Will do, general," Maze gave a two-fingered salute and sauntered 
out of the room, whistling a merry tune. 


The sudden change in emotion had the trio of teens looking at each 
other in bewilderment as the doors closed. 


"What...?" Doran gaped. 


"One of the reasons why he went into genetics," Scout's voice was 
soft, her expression pained. "Was to try and find a solution to the 
mutations in his genome. Alpha-class commandos were created to 
be independent thinkers. They were never supposed to survive 
longer than a few decades because of their accelerated growth, so 
the cloners didn't take in to account the affect this would have if the 
Alphas were cured of that growth. Of the thirty-two whose 
accelerated growth we were able to cure, only a handful haven't 
shown some sort of neurological defect or complication." 


Kina Ha nodded solemnly. "Another Alpha-class commando named 
Spar was manipulated into becoming a puppet Mand'alor and even 
fought against the Republic. A team of five suffered from 
hallucinations and dementia several years back and Clan Skirata 
had to put them down after they went on a murder-spree. Not all 
the complications are negative, however, such as Sull's increased 
mental acuity and Muzzle's enhanced empathy. It truly is the luck of 
the draw." 


"He mentioned someone named Nate?" Tracyn said. 


"He's around your age. Nate Jango'ad Tull, Alpha-98's grandkid," 
Bardan answered, earning a slight elbow dig from Scout for using 
the numerical name. 


Scout rolled her eyes and addressed the younger group in the room. 
"He's named after his grandfather, Nate. Another Alpha-class who 
died in the war. When the war began winding down we sent his 
grandmother, Sheeka Tull, to the Altisians for their protection. And 
so we could keep an eye on them if any genetic complications 
occurred. Mav, Nate's dad, had no problems though." 


"Probably due to the fact the Nulls were the first viable batch," Kina 
Ha voiced. "The cloners learned to correct the genetic drift 
somewhat with the Alpha batch." 


"No offense, Kina Ha, but your people sound like poodoo- 
munchers," Doran said dryly. 


"None taken," Kina Ha said dryly. "I agree whole-heartedly." 


"Go on," Bardan made a shooing motion to the younger trio. "You 
better get a move on or Maze might just take off and forget you 
three were supposed to go with him." 


When the trio left, Scout raised an eyebrow at Bardan. "Maze 
brought Nate along? That's going to make the trip interesting." 


"Hey, you didn't warn them about Nate either," Bardan wagged a 
finger at the other Purge survivors. 


"Probably a case of Jedi-senility," Kina Ha smiled faintly. "Where 
the old always believe the young learn better through experience 
than being told." 


"An experience is definitely something they're in for," Bardan 
chuckled to himself as he went back to analyzing Jintar's results. 


Scout rolled her eyes. "I doubt Nate's changed much since last time. 
He's like the living example of why the Jedi Council of our time was 
so leery of the Altisian's and their lack of limits." 


"You have to admit, he had guts seducing not one but three of Kal 

Skirata's granddaughters when he was here last. The fact that none 
of the three found out until the very end...and he managed to talk 
his way out of getting shoved out an airlock...very gutsy." 


"That's nothing to be impressed about, dirty old man," Scout threw a 
roll of gauze at him. 


"T believe he is still in HoloNet contact with two of them," Kina Ha 
recited, sounding just as amused as Kal. "Even after everything. I 
don't think I'll ever be able to understand the mind of a teenager." 


"Well, let's hope they get the information we need before the group 
implodes," Scout sighed in surrender. "Because we weren't lying 
when we told them that this was beyond us. They fail, and we'll 
definitely lose Jintar." 


"That, Tallisibeth, is not going to happen on our watch," Bardan 
said soberly. "Not unless the Force wants me to have a few choice 
words with it." 


FtF II FtF 


"Welcome aboard the Gray Side," Maze greeted the trio. "Escape 
pods located here and here. In the event of a water-landing, 
emergency hatches are located both starboard and port sides." 


"No offense," Tracyn glanced about the ship in horror. "But this is a 
hunk of junk. My faction has fifty-year old vessels that look nicer 
than this." 


"All about keeping a low profile this day and age," Maze's co-pilot 
for the mission emerged from the cockpit. "Su'cuy gar." 


Nate Jango'ad Tull could have walked straight out of a photo-shoot 
with his winning smile and body most teenage guys dreamed of 
having. The tight black shirt that stretched over his cut figure 
emphasized his musculature. Over the shirt was an unzipped 
spacer's vest that matched the olive-green cargo-pants he wore, and 
a pair of dogtags rested on his chest attached to a silvery chain. His 
skin was a few shades lighter than Jintar's, yet still hinted at his 
exotic lineage. 


"Su'cuy," Tracyn replied with—much to Doran's surprise—a giggle. 
Dinua nodded in greeting, but tilted her head and smiled slightly. 
"Need to work on that accent. It's like a butchered version of the 
Concord Dawn dialect." 


"Tried to pick up a few words now and then from dad and Uncle 
Maze," Nate shrugged with a sheepish smile. "Never really had the 


right motivation to learn Mando'a though. Well, until now." 
"That line ever work?" Tracyn laughed. 


"It could one day. I figured I have the law of averages on my side," 
Nate chuckled. He offered Tracyn and Dinua a hand each. "Want a 
tour of the cockpit?" 


"Sure. We should probably make sure this won't fall apart around us 
in hyperspace," Tracyn agreed with another giggle. 


"Has it ever passed a safety inspection?" Dinua accepted his other 
hand. Despite her words, her tone was almost teasing. 


"Hey, that really hurts. I put my heart and soul into this bucket of 
bolts." 


"You made it?" Dinua sounded impressed. 


"From scrap. Dad and Uncle Maze helped a little. We call the design 
Retro-Clone Chic. Might not look like much but she has it where it 
counts." 


Doran could only stand in the entry hatch, jaw hanging down as he 
watched Tracyn and Dinua follow Nate into the cockpit. He heard 
Maze chuckle and managed to shake himself from his daze. Kind of. 


"What just happened?" 


"Nate happened," Maze laughed, slapping Doran heartily on the 
back. "If you're not careful, he'll steal both your girls right out from 
under you." 


"What...both...they're not mine...I'm not with them," Doran 
stammered, feeling his cheeks heat up. 


"Well, your loss, his gain... I guess," Maze shrugged, securing the 
hatch. He headed towards the cockpit and saw that Doran was still 
standing in the middle of the hold. "Might want to strap yourself in. 
The take-off's a little rough." 


Doran blinked again, not quite sure what to say. On one hand he 
wasn't exactly going out with either Mando girl. On the other, it 
wasn't like he liked the idea of them going out with someone else. 
On the other—once he borrowed a hand from someone—it wasn't 
like he could realistically go out with both either. He heard the 


engines hum to life, but ignored it and shook his head slowly. 


Sure he knew that both Tracyn and Dinua were girls. Really, really 
attractive ones in his mind. But in the month and a half he knew 
both though, he had never seen them act girly in any way. And now 
this Nate guy comes along with his glib words, winning smile, and 
easy-going ways and they're both suddenly giggly and flirty? Did 
Hoth suddenly become an ocean planet? 


The ship lurched to life and Doran let out a surprised cry as he 
stumbled off his feet and into a pallet of food-stuffs. His large mass 
and momentum crushed the flimsiplast container with ease, and he 
felt several packets of burst and the liquids soak into his shirt. 


"Just great," Doran grumbled, steadying himself. He pulled a slab of 
cold meat from his hair and brushed off a side of mashed potatoes 
from his face with disgust. "Can this trip get any worse?" 


The ship shuddered and a container, its harness knocked aside by 
Doran's impact with the crate beneath it, was dislodged from 
overhead and dropped down directly in front of Doran. The impact 
caused the pressurized paint-canisters in the container to burst. 


Doran just stood where he was, his mood infinitely sour. His food 
stains were now the least of his worries as a rainbow's array of 
colors sprayed upwards and completely coated his front-side. 

"Hey, Doran, you going to join us in the cockpit! It's pretty amazing 
what Nate and his dad managed to put together!" Tracyn called out 
from the front of the ship. 

'Tll...be right there," Doran groaned. 

He heard Tracyn and Dinua laugh at a joke Nate was telling and 
briefly debated just camping out in the back of the ship. But even as 
he did, a miniature version of Dinua popped up in his mind to give 
him a patented Mandalorian glare. "Yeah, yeah, I know. K'atini." 
"Doran?" 

"Coming," Doran sighed, trudging through the ship. 


"Hey, what kept..." Tracyn trailed off, her eyes bulging as she took 
in the sight. "What..." 


Dinua stared at Doran, her own expression one of disbelief. "Five 


minutes...Di'kut. We left you alone for five minutes." 


Doran felt a spike of annoyance and resentment. Even when Dinua 
had used Di'kut as a term of affection since what seemed like 
forever, for someone reason, it rubbed him the wrong way. 


He forced himself to smile. "You know what? The cockpit seems a 
bit crowded up here. I'll just hang out in back. Let me know when 
we reach our destination." 


"Sonic shower's in the back," Nate provided. 


Doran waved a hand to indicate he heard, and stepped back down 
the small flight of steps to the aft of the ship. The door closed 
behind him, but he couldn't help but use the Force to extend his 
hearing back towards the cockpit. 


"Think I should go check on him?" 
"Nah," Nate replied. "Give him some dignity." 


"He has a point," Dinua voiced. "Doran can be too soft sometimes. 
It'll do him good if someone isn't there to baby him every step of 
the way." 


"Dinua!" Tracyn sounded surprised. 


"It's okay, she was just saying what she was thinking," Nate voiced 
lightly. "You two were telling me about Gargon and the Mandos 
there? I only know a little bit from what Uncle Maze and the 
Altisian refugees have told me." 


Doran immediately shut out the conversation, regretting listening in 
already. A bitter feeling continued to ball in his stomach and he 
stormed towards the back of the ship to where the sonic shower 
was. His thoughts turned as stormy as their destination, his hands 
clenching into fists as he struggled to stay calm. Sure they might be 
all older than him, but that didn't mean they needed to treat him 
like a little kid either. 


What really hurt was Dinua's comment. After everything he had 
done, everything they had been through, she still saw him as soft? 
As a little boy who was pampered and babied? He let out a slow, 
long breath, even as he felt his eyes water. Forget that! 


He punched the bulkhead in front of him, but activated the sonic 


emitter with his other hand. As the specialized vibrations scoured 
his clothes and body of food and paint, he continued to silently 
seethe. He didn't know why he was so angry, or why words he'd 
normally let brush off, affected him so much. 


Closing his eyes, he forced himself to imagine one of the cool lakes 
on Yavin Four. As he slowly released his breath, he felt the ghostly 
touches of his best—pretty much only—friend on the distant moon. 
He took another calming breath, realizing that she was probably 
practicing one of the many meditation exercises she had told him 
about. Something he should be trying. 


As his breathing evened out, his thoughts took him back to one of 
his many Yavin Four evenings with Sannah of the Melodie. 


"You really turn into a fish?" Ten year old Doran Sarkin-Tainer said in 
disbelief. 


"Not really a whole fish," Nine year old Sannah giggled, shaking her 
head. "I get flippers and webbed hands and gills, but my face stays this 
way." 

"That's wizard." 

"Youre not..." 


"Not what?" 


"Well, some of the others here got weirded out when I said I turn into a 
7 " 


fish. 


"I was kidnapped by four-armed people who spend their first eight years 
of life as six-legged doggies," Doran drawled. "I've been taught by an 
Anzati, and nearly fed on too by the same guy." 


"Huh?" Sannah's eyes were wide. 

"Anzati, some people call them Force-Vampires because they feed on the 
life-essence of their victims. This one guy tricked mom into letting me 
stay with him to learn about their people's ways, then tried to eat my 
brains. Codru-Ji are the dogs-turn-into-people people. " 

"Wow, you've really been everywhere in this galaxy haven't you?" 


"Not everywhere," Doran blushed. "But it's definitely my goal to see as 
much of it as I can." 


"Lucky. You have to take me with you on your next adventure." 
"What?" 

"When I get all fish-y, I'm stuck on Yavin Eight. The only way I'll be able 
to see any of the galaxy is at night when the stars are out. But I want to 
go places, see things. I want to be the first Melodie ever to do and see all 
the things you do. I want to point at a star and say let's go there' and 
then poof, hyperspace, and then were there!" 


"What about all your Jedi training and everything?" Doran gestured 
back towards the Yavin temple in the distance. 


"I know," Sannah sighed. Her shoulders slumped and she glanced down 
at the ripples in the lake her kicking feet were creating. "And I promised 
Lyric I'd be a Jedi just like her. But..." 

"Most of the adventures my mom takes me on are dangerous," Doran 
said, wanting to warn his new friend. The consequences of his most 
recent adventure was still sitting heavily on him. "People actually died 
on some of them, can die if my mom and I don't do the right thing. I 
know I made them sound all fun and everything, but..." 

"I know," Sannah repeated in a little-girl voice. "I'm too young." 

"Train more," Doran tried to cheer her up. "Become a Melodie Jedi and 
I'm sure my mom will have no problems taking you along the next time 
we stop by." 

"Really?" Sannah's head jerked up, yellow eyes shining. 

"Really, Fish Girl," Doran grinned back. 

"Fish Girl?" 

"Well, you're a girl, and part fish...and..." 


"Fine, then you're....Adventure Boy," Sannah said after a moment of 
thought. 


"Adventure Boy?" 
"You're a boy and you go on adventures," she replied sassily. 


Doran laughed. "Okay, Adventure Boy is fine." 


They heard a distant chime from the ancient temple. 


Sannah pulled her feet out of the water. "Well, we'd better get back for 
the evening meal. We have a deal, Adventure Boy. I become the bestest 
Melodie Jedi I can, and you convince your mom to take me with you 
guys the next time you go on an adventure." 


"Deal Fish Girl." 


Doran emerged from his meditation a small smile on his face. There 
was a knock on the door, and Doran hastily turned off the sonic- 
shower. "Yeah, I'm okay." 


"You've been in there forever, you sure?" Tracyn asked. 


"Just fine." Doran checked to see if there was any hint of food or 
paint on his clothing and body and realized that his prolonged stay 
under the sonic vibrations had actually begun to make the skin on 
his exposed arms a bit raw. His clothing also looked factory-fresh, 
albeit a little lighter in color than what it had started out as. He 
opened the fresher-door and stepped out of the narrow stall, looking 
a bit sheepish as Tracyn raised her eyebrows at him. 


"You do know it's impossible to drown yourself in a sonic shower," 
Tracyn said with a hint of a smile. 


"Ha, ha," Doran said dryly. He glanced at the small mirror on the 
wall and grimaced slightly. Maybe next time he'd meditate when he 
didn't have a cascade of sonic vibrations scouring his skin. On the 
bright side, he was pretty sure he didn't have a single dead skin cell 
on him. "Guess I got lost in my thoughts." 


Tracyn patted his arm. "Just wanted to let you know that Nate says 
it'll be another week or so until we reach Kamino." 


"Maybe even longer," Nate's voice joined the conversation as he 
climbed down the ladder of the cockpit. 


Dinua followed closed behind. "He's right. The Vongese are 
gumming up the hyperspace lanes in the Outer Rim, so we're 
avoiding the main routes. According to the starchart, Kamino was 
already in an out-of-the-way place, so finding another route that 
takes us there is going to take some time." 


"Great," Doran said sarcastically. "What are we going to do in the 
meantime?" 


"The Gray Side has a full complement of holo-vids," Nate gestured to 
the databanks. "As well as all the latest games and puzzles. We have 
a holo-table that can play either dejaarik or sabaac. And our state- 
of-the-art from-forty-years-ago-sound-system can play any tune you 
can think of." 


"State-of-the-art from forty-years ago?' Tracyn's lips twitched as she 
fought back another smile. 


"You can get Clone War era tech for cheap these days," Nate 
grinned. "Uncle Maze and I jury-rigged a sound-system set from an 
old cruiser to fit into here." 


"Nate. Dinua and Tracyn are Mandalorians," Doran rolled his eyes. 
"Can you really see them sitting around watching romantic 
comedies?" 


"Good point," Nate blinked. He moved to a nearby compartment 
and banged his fist next to the hatch. A door dropped down and 
revealed a rack of very shiny weapons. "Girls, any of these catch 
your fancy?" 


"You have to be kidding me," Doran muttered under his breath as 
both Tracyn and Dinua gravitated towards the weapon's rack like 
metal to a magnet. 


"Is that a DXR-6?" Dinua asked, gesturing to a shiny rifle sitting on 
the rack. 


"DXR-7 to be precise," Nate grinned, picking the disruptor rifle up 
and handing it to Dinua. 


"Never heard of it." Dinua looked the gun over. 

"It's a one-of-a-kind," Nate answered. "Told you that we Altisians 
like tinkering with tech. We got annoyed at the cool-down and 
limited ammunition of the DXR-6. We expanded the capacitors and 
added a heat-sink around the power-converter. You can literally fire 
that thing as fast as a regular blaster-rifle if you wanted to." 


"And the power-pack?" Dinua ejected the clip and glanced at Nate 
for an answer. 


"Twenty-shots." 


"Twenty?" Tracyn whistled. "The DXR-6 can barely get to ten with 


an extended mag." 


"The only downside is that we have to hand-craft each magazine 
since there are no disruptor cartridges for a DXR-6 big enough. The 
mags also serve as an improvised explosive," Nate plucked the 
magazine from Dinua. "We were only able to fit twenty charges in 
one clip by keeping the energy pack a hairsbreadth away from 
exploding." 


"Good to know," Dinua remarked with raised eyebrows. 


"On the bright side, the more you fire, the more stable it becomes," 
Nate said with a winning smile. 


"A jalinese knife," Tracyn gestured to one of the bladed weapons. 
"You practice Sera Plinck?" 


"As well as Rek'dul," Nate said, hefting the knife and performing a 
sweeping slash. "Not many people can tell the difference between a 
jalinese knife and the common Litch-knife." 


Tracyn gripped Nate's wrist, forcing the knife to fall into her 
opposite hand, which she then flourished with ease. "I'm Fifth Turn, 
going for the Fourth Turn in a couple months. You?" 


Nate chuckled, then quicker than anyone could react, had the knife 
back in his hand with the blade resting on Tracyn's shoulder and an 
arm around her waist. "Third Turn. If you want, we can work on 
your form later." 


Doran, who had been a silent participant until then, did his best to 
hide his annoyance. "Well, I don't want to get in the way. I'll be in 
the cockpit if you need me." 


He left before hearing a response, climbing the ladder and hearing 
the cockpit door whoosh shut behind him. Sitting in the pilot's seat 
was the grizzled former ARC, his feet resting on the steering column 
and his head pillowed in his hands. 


"Mind if I join you?" 


"Not at all," Maze said, opening an eye. "Really shouldn't let Nate 
get to you like that." 


Doran plopped down into the co-pilot's seat. "I'm not. Tracyn and 
Dinua can do whatever they want. I'm just here to make sure we get 


the data to save Jintar." 


"Don't need your Force to know that that's complete and utter 
bantha poodoo." 


"What? I..." 


"Not saying you don't care about your friend," Maze drawled. "But 
that's probably a secondary concern right now." 


Doran scowled out the cockpit window. "So what I don't build my 
own spaceships, look like some type of vid-star, use lame pick-up 
lines, or drag around a rack of exotic weapons with me." 


"Don't forget Nate's a half-dozen years older than you," Maze added 
almost in amusement. "Much more life experience." 


"At what?" Doran snorted. "I've been to more star-systems than I 
have fingers. Seen things most kids my age have only read about in 
holobooks. I've saved entire solar systems." 

"And were trained as a light-side Jedi," Maze said. 

"So what?" 


"What do you know of the Altisians?" 


"A group of Force-users who existed outside the Jedi Order. It's how 
they survived the Purge." 


"And their philosophy?" Maze closed his eyes again and resumed his 
lounging. 


"I don't know much. One of the Purge survivors mom and I met 
didn't seem to think much of them." 


"That's the general reaction from the old guard," Maze said evenly. 
"To sum it up, back when the old Jedi Order was kicking about, 
they were all taught to suppress their emotions and avoid 
attachment." 


"Today's Jedi Order is like the exact opposite." 
"So were the Altisians," Maze said. "Before the Clone Wars had even 


started, they had long decided that shunning emotion was about as 
impossible as avoiding attachment. After all, you can't protect the 


galaxy if you didn't have at least some attachment to it." 


Doran glanced to the veteran soldier. "What does that have to do 
with anything?" 


"For over a century now, three or four generations of Altisians grew 
up fearing neither love nor the dark side," Maze said. "What your 
Master Skywalker is doing today, allowing Jedi to marry, teaching 
multiple padawans at once, the Altisians have been doing it for a 
while now. And since the greater Jedi Order shunned them back 
then, they were free to develop their teachings outside of the 
standard order dogma." 


"And what keeps them from going all dark side?" 


"Common sense," Maze snorted. "By being free to express their 
emotions, they can actually talk about conflicts before it blows up 
in their faces. And because they were collectively exiled by the 
Order for their beliefs, the Altisians are more or less one big giant 
family. Besides, like me, not everyone on the Chu'unthor can use the 
Force. A lot of us are actually survivors of the Clone War and we've 
taken our skill-sets and passed it down to the Altisian Force-users. 
Despite what the Order thought, the Altisians still see themselves as 
Jedi, only more enlightened." 


Through the cockpit door, they could hear the trio in the aft of the 
ship laugh at something, and Doran felt his temples twitch in 
aggravation. "Just great, so you're saying that Nate's an even better 
Jedi than I am?" 


"Not better. Just...less constrained by the ethical tape you 
mainstream Jedi grew up with," Maze said cryptically. 


"There's a reason that ethical tape exists," Doran said. "If you start 
believing you can do anything you want to with your abilities, no 
consequences, you're not any better than a Sith." 


"One of the reasons the Jedi Order shunned the Altisians," Maze 
allowed. "Sometimes limits keep you from doing something you'll 
regret down the line. Nate just hasn't reached that point yet." 


"He's Force-sensitive?" Doran blinked in surprise. "I don't sense 
anything." 


Maze chuckled. "You wouldn't. And he's not, well, not as he is now. 
I'm sure you've learned by now, there are many types of Jedi out 


there in the galaxy. Some are bit more crazy than others. He 
definitely falls into that category." 


"What do you mean?" 


"Now why spoil the fun?" Maze's chuckle grew into a full-bellied 
laugh as a hint of his madness shone through. "Anyhow boy, you 
shouldn't worry too much. Once we find the cure for your friend 
and drop you back at the Skirata's, I really doubt you'll see myself 
or Nate again. Altisians don't really play well with others." 


"Can you just speak plainly for once?" 


"Sure," Maze clicked his tongue. "Let the boy have his fun, let those 
two Mando-girls get it out of their systems. When this little trip is 
up, we'll be on the other side of the galaxy again and you won't 
have to worry about us at all. Trying to one-up Nate will make it 
clear you're the immature, pathetic one. Those two girls you're with 
seem smart. If you stay out of the way, they'll see Nate for who he 
is, and not you for who you are." 


"If he's able to use the Force, he can influence the way they think 
and..." 


"Now that's exactly the type of idiocy I'm talking about," Maze said a 
bit impatiently. He placed his boots back onto the deck of the ship. 
"You really think either of those girls of yours are going to just let 
him mind-trick them into his bed? He's already learned his lesson 
from the last time he seduced more than one Mando-girl at the 
same time. He's not stupid enough to do it again." 


"Oh...okay." Doran breathed out, nodding in agreement. He felt his 
cheeks flush slightly at the thought of Tracyn or Dinua in bed with 
anyone and mentally berated himself for thinking of them like that. 


"I hope," Maze said lightly, smirking at Doran. "Sometimes the prize 
can be worth the risk after all." 


"Thanks," Doran said flatly, shooting a nervous glance back over his 
shoulder at another round of laughter. 


"Just relax already," Maze sighed. "We have a long trip ahead of us, 
and if you're going to spend the entire trip acting like a bunch of 
clankers were sneaking up on you, then it's going to be even longer. 
If you want to be useful, go catalog our fuel and food supplies. We 
weren't exactly planning a trip that far out into the Outer Rim so 


we're going to have to make a pit-stop to resupply. Preferably before 
we run out of supplies." 


FtF III FtF 


The first thing that hit Doran when he stepped off the ship was the 
blast-furnace-like heat. After spending the last two months on near- 
freezing Gargon, he almost forgot how hot some planets could 
actually be. He grimaced, holding up a hand to ward off the intense 
heat. The sky was a toxic-looking orange color, the distant 
volcanoes suffering bouts of indigestion and sending plumes of thick 
black smoke spewing into the air. Glancing at the volcanic clouds, 
Doran guessed that the air was breathable, but probably not the 
most friendly to human lungs. 


"We lost a couple of days bypassing Sriluur," Maze guided a hover- 
cart down the ramp of the Gray Side. "With those Vong ships 
scouting out the place, it'll only be a matter of time before the full 
invasion. We don't want to be on this hyperspace lane when that 
happens." 


"The hour's late," Nate gestured to the setting sun. "We're going to 
have to wait until some of the shops open again. You know how 
this place is, uncle." 


"Do these guys?" Maze gestured to the Mandos-in-training. 
"Ever been to Sleheyron before?" Nate asked Doran. 


"Nah," Doran shook his head, already feeling sweat coat his face. He 
supposed he was fortunate it was a dry heat. "Mom and I stayed 
clear of Hutt Space for the most part. You?" 


"A few times," Nate nodded. "The Chu'unthor has a deal on Bespin 
involving the Tibana gas. The Altisians own a large field of 
refineries, which we maintain and harvest. We then sell our crop to 
Cloud City. We have to make a living somehow, right?" 


"Yeah, what does that have to do with Sleheyron?" Doran said, 
doing his best to keep a smile on his face as Dinua and Tracyn 
emerged from the ship and likewise grimaced at the heat. 


"Sleheyron's primary export is Tibana gas as well," Nate said. "We 
have dealings with them to make sure neither of us are encroaching 
on each other's markets or diluting the markets. I was allowed to go 
on several trade-delegations once I was old enough to understand 


what everyone was talking about. The planet belongs to a Hutt 
named Gorgo. Apparently he's the nephew of the Jabba the Hutt." 


"I bet those negotiations were fun then," Doran said wryly. 


"One of the Altisian negotiators once told me to never trust a Hutt, 
especially Gorgo. He's in it for the money only." 


"So you've seen a lot of the planet then?" Tracyn asked, wiping her 
forehead with the sleeve of her roughspun tunic. 


"The Spaceport District, Refinery District, Market District, and the 
Luxury District," Nate said. "Uncle Maze, you mind getting the 
supplies? I'll show them around." 

Maze was already walking away from them with the hover-cart and 
waved a hand. What they couldn't see was the broad smirk on his 
face. "Go ahead. Have fun. We'll use the Altisian's usual hotel. You 
remember your way there?" 

"Yes, uncle," Nate said dryly. 

"Just checking." 

"Geez, I got lost once! And I was nine!" 


The aged ARC let out a deep laugh as he waved them off again and 
stepped off the landing pad and into the main spaceport. 


"You two seem close," Tracyn noted with a grin. 


"He's like a second dad to me," Nate confirmed. "Let's get out of this 
heat." 


"Yes please," Tracyn nodded, looking relieved. 
"It's not cooler at night?" Dinua asked. 


"Nah. You saw the volcanoes? There's a whole mess of them all over 
the planet. Add the pollution from the refineries and all that heat 
just gets bounced back to the surface. Not as bad as some of the 
other places I've been to. Hurd's Moon is pretty nice this time of 
year." 


They followed the path Maze took and stepped into the climate- 
controlled portion of the spaceport. The Mandos-in-training sighed 


in relief and took that moment to wipe the last of the sweat from 
their faces. Nate glanced at them, and smiled faintly. "I know just 
the place we can go." 


"Oh, where's that?" Tracyn bit. 


"It's in the Luxury District. I know you are all worried about your 
friend, but at the moment, we're stuck on this planet. We might as 
well make the most of it." Nate headed over to a taxi and gestured 
for them to get in. "Luxury District, Fifth Ward, Diamond Block. 
Authorization Altisian Two-Nine-Eight." 


"That will be three thousand credits," the droid-driver intoned. 
Nate handed over a credit-chit. 


"Three thousand?" Doran's eyebrows shot up. "Where are we going, 
to the other side of the planet?" 


"Nah," Nate shook his head. "The Diamond Block is an exclusive 
block reserved for VIPs. Altisians are allowed access because of our 
trade-status with Gorgo. Most of the fare is to pass the toll-booth. 
Told you that Gorgo likes his credits." 


"What's at the Diamond Block?" Dinua asked, habitually reaching 
for her braid only to remember she had cut it off several weeks 
earlier. 


"You'll see. Trust me, you'll like it." 


The taxi started up, coasting out of the spaceport and over the 
sprawling urban region that sat among the towering spires of basalt 
slag that twisted up all around the planet. The sun continued to dip 
lower in the distance, and the lights from the city flickered on full- 
force, creating a neon-like glow against the black clouds that 
choked the sky. 


"Over there is the diplomatic quarters," Nate pointed out the 
window of the cab. "Most of the Tibana gas Sleheyron produces 
serves customers in the Outer Rim region to avoid New Republic tax 
laws. Many of them have some form of royalty or chief, so Gorgo 
goes all out in treating them like they would expect to be treated." 


"So he can gouge them later?" Doran said. 


"You got it," Nate chuckled. "He's willing to spend thousands of 


credits so he can get their millions." 


The trip through Sleheyron continued, Nate pointing out various 
features and elaborating on his trips to the Hutt-controlled world. 
After nearly a half-hour, the taxi cruised into what was obviously a 
more 'classy' part of the urban sprawl. Here the buildings were 
gleaming white with silver or gold trim. An atmospheric dome kept 
out any pollutants and spanned a good distance all around. An 
actual park with greenery, a lake, waterfall and forested area 
decorated one side of the domed region. And as the taxi coasted 
through the region, it passed by a multi-tiered structure with shops 
selling 'high-end' items with visible, but not obnoxiously-so, holo- 
signs. 


"Welcome to the Diamond Block," Nate smiled from the shotgun 
seat of the taxi. 


"You have arrived at your destination," the droid-driver announced 
as the roof of the taxi retracted. "Please make sure you have all your 
belongings. Gorgo Transport is not responsible for any lost or 
damaged items and no claims will be accepted. Enjoy your stay on 
Sleheyron." 


The trio of Mandalorians-in-training were shocked by how pure the 
air was, how crisp and clean it smelt. It was as if they were in the 
middle of a forested mountain and a nice cool breeze had blown 
through. 


"Wow," Tracyn's blue eyes were round in amazement. 
"Compared to the outside," Dinua blinked in similar shock. "This..." 
"Three thousand credits seems like a deal now, huh?" Nate grinned. 


Doran refrained from saying anything. Though he hadn't been on 
Sleheyron before, he had recognized the type of governorship and 
knew that only the most elite of elite could step foot where he was. 
He had been to enough planets to know that three thousand credits 
would sometimes feed an entire family of six for several months. To 
spend it on the 'right' to breathe fresh air and enjoy the scenery 
didn't sit well with him. 


"This way," Nate led them to a building that had a definite nautical 
theme to it, its name being the 'Ocean's Paradise’. Strange since 
Doran didn't remember seeing a single body of clear blue water 
during the fly-over of the planet. "Best swimming pool you'll fine on 


the planet." 

"We didn't exactly bring swimwear," Tracyn said, stopping. 
"Here," Nate handed them each another credit-chit. "On me." 
"We couldn't," Tracyn protested. 


"Please. I insist. I don't want to boast, but the Altisians are actually 
pretty well-off thanks to our mining and gas contracts. That's just a 
small part of the commission I pulled in on the last deal I closed." 


"Okay," Tracyn did her best not to grin. "Okay if I spend all of it?" 


"Be my guest," Nate laughed, patting her back. "You too, Jeban. Live 
it up for a little bit. Once we're off this planet we can be all serious 
mission-focused again." 


Dinua accepted the credit-chit, looking to Nate as if she was also 
fighting back a smile. "Thank you." 


Doran accepted the credits, but just inclined his head in 
acknowledgment. 


They entered the establishment, and Doran immediately had a 
feeling that this was like no swimming pool he had been to. Nate 
went up to the Weequay manning the desk. "Baquis, still here?" 


"Wouldn't be anywhere else, Altisian. I didn't hear of any trade 
missions from Bespin arriving. Or do I have to fire my contact at the 
spaceport?" 


"A trip more for pleasure than business," Nate said, shaking Baquis' 
hand. Doran saw a cred-chit change ownership. "Have a few friends 
with me. The best for the ladies, of course." 


"Not a problem," the Weequay said congenially. "And your other 
friend?" 


"Usual for me. Next group younger for him, but same deal," Nate 
slipped Baquis another credit-chit. "Let him live a little." 


"Generous to your friends like always. Go on in. Females through 
that door. Males through this one," the Weequay gestured to the 
two doors. 


"What did you mean by 'next group younger'?" Doran muttered to 
Nate as separated from Dinua and Tracyn. "I'm not a kid." 


"Huh?" Nate blinked. "No, your entertainment for the evening, not 
you. Just wait. In the next room you'll get to pick out who you 
want." 


Doran followed Nate through a seaweed-like divider and into a 
spacious room. There, his jaw dropped and his mind short-circuited. 
Standing in a row was a line of girls who looked to be around his 
age all wearing only a few strips of cloth covering their more 
intimate areas. Doran looked to Nate, who was smiling at him. 


"Go ahead and choose up to four for the night. Wasn't sure if you 
liked humans only or were into aliens so I had Baquis give you the 
full spread." 


"What?!" Doran said in disbelief, his eyes still locked on the girls. 


Nate tilted his head in confusion. "I thought it was obvious. You can 
pick one or more, up to four, of them to entertain you for the rest of 
your stay here. They're up for anything you want." 


"They're pleasure slaves!" Doran said incredulously, turning fully 
towards the Altisian Jedi. 


"If you want to use them that way, sure," Nate shrugged, evidently 
not quite seeing what was wrong with it. "Sleheyron's second 
biggest export is slaves. It's what runs this planet, how things are 
done. It was like that long before we were here, and it'll be like that 
long after we leave." 


"We're Jedi," Doran said through clenched teeth. 


Nate pulled Doran aside. "Yeah, but it's not our place to tell others 
how to live their lives. We Altisians would be the biggest hypocrites 
ever if we did that. We rebelled against the Jedi Order for that very 
reason. Listen, if you want to make their lives easier, when you 
return them in the morning, give them heaps of praise. Tell Baquis 
that they gave you the best night ever. The more praise they get, 
the higher in status they are considered and the less of a chance 
they'll be sent to the gas-mines. If you really want to help, use the 
Force to find out which of them has been picked the least. If they 
don't service a set number of clients in a certain time-frame, they're 
also sent to the mines." 


"This..." Doran took a deep breath as he tried to control his 
emotions. He gestured back to the girls sitting in the different 
booths. "How can you call yourself a Jedi if this is okay to you?" 


"Never said it was okay," Nate shook his head. "But like I said. 
Slavery will be around long after we're gone. The best we can do for 
them is to give them a break and then prolong their stay in the 
Diamond Block with our praise. Sometimes, you can't solve 
problems without creating bigger ones. If you won't choose any of 
the girls, they'll all get one strike against them since it will be seen 
as an act of rebellion on their part. Now just relax and have a good 
time." 


Nate stepped back and headed to another wall in the room where 
slightly older girls were lined up. He had a winning smile on his 
face as he scanned each of them. To his surprise, Doran could feel 
him using the Force to do just what he had advised, flipping 
through the minds of each girl. As Nate hadn't shown any proclivity 
for Force usage before, Doran had to wonder just what type of 
'crazy' Jedi, Nate was. During Doran's musing, Nate picked out his 
four slaves, gave Doran a jaunty wave, and headed through another 
door with two on each arm. 


Doran shook his head, still unable to believe what was happening. 


"Master?" He heard one of the girls lined up for him asked. "Have 
we displeased you?" 


"Shhh!" One of the others hissed, panic in her voice. 


Doran turned his attention back to them, swallowing heavily and 
trying to smile. "No, you didn't do anything. It's my first time doing 
something like this." 


"Me too," a red-skinned Twi'lek spoke, looking demure as she did. 
Despite her words, Doran couldn't help but use the Force and 
realize she was reciting from a script. "I hope you're a nice master if 
you choose me." 


"If you pick me, I can show you a few things. Things I know you'll 
enjoy," a Cathar teen purred seductively. Again Doran saw that she 
too was going off the script, giving him a different 'flavor' of 
personality to choose from. 


"Tl be really good if you choose me." Doran recognized the voice as 
the one who had asked if they had displeased him. She was blond- 


haired teen, one of the near-human races, he couldn't tell which for 
certain. 


"Right," Doran exhaled, forcing himself to look away from all the 
exposed flesh and trying to clear his mind. His eyes caught several 
cameras watching the room, so he enshrouded his area in a bubble 
of Force to keep in sound. "Look, my friend told me how this works. 
I really don't want to do the whole mind-thing, so just going to say 
it. Any of you need points with your...master? Like, in danger of 
being sent to the gas-mines 'need'. Or just need to spend a night 
recovering or something?" 


The girls were taken aback by his bluntness, several of them staring 
at him with an unreadable look. One of them, a blue Twi'lek, 
stepped up. "Master, how many of us is your friend letting you have 
for the night?" 


"Four," Doran said. 


The Twi'lek whirled around to the others. In a series of hand- 
motions that must have conveyed some message, the girls quickly 
reorganized themselves. Doran suddenly had four girls—human, 
Zeltron, Twi'lek, and Mirialan—standing in front of the others. They 
immediately got down on their knees in front of them and bowed 
their heads. 


"Please choose us, Master. We promise to be pleasing." A dark- 
skinned human girl said almost desperately. He was slightly 
disturbed that she looked almost like an older version of Sannah. 


Doran glanced to the blue-skinned Twi'lek, their unofficial leader, 
who nodded her head in turn. 


"Okay, you four," Doran said. 


"Thank you," the blue Twi'lek said softly. "The Altisians are the 
reason why many of us still enjoy the luxuries of the Diamond 
Block. They even occasionally persuade Baquis to sell one of us to 
them." 


"How much does it normally take?" Doran asked. 
The Twi'lek smiled faintly. "Normally at the price of a small 


spacecraft. He's very possessive of us because we keep the Altisians 
coming back, and that means credits to his pockets." 


"And you all live in this building?" Doran asked. 


"Basement level," the Twi'lek pointed towards a heavy metal door 
and tilted her head in silent question. 


"Just wondering," Doran shook his head. He noted a retractable 
gun-emplacement covering the door. He glanced to the four he had 
'selected'. "Okay, let's go. The others are probably wondering what 
is taking so long." 


"This way," the purple-skinned Twi'lek he had 'selected' gestured to 
the door Nate had gone through. "Would you like help picking out 
your swimwear, master?" 


"What? Oh, right, swimming pool," Doran remembered. "Errr...how 
hard can picking a swimsuit....be..." 


He trailed off as they entered an antechamber of sorts. There, there 
were racks upon racks of different styles of swimwear. Baquis had 
rotated out all the 'non-human' designs, but even then there were 
thousands of different options to choose from. From full-body 
outfits, to scraps of cloth similar to what his 'slave' girls were 
wearing, each design seemed to be in as many colors as there were 
on the light-spectrum. 


"Oh wow," Doran gaped. 


The dark-skinned human girl couldn't help but giggle. "Lots of 
swimwear, Master?" 


"Yeah," Doran glanced to the four. "Errr...you wouldn't mind telling 
me your names would you? And unless you really have to, Doran's 
fine. 'Master' feels kind of weird." 


"We're yours for the night, so we're whoever you want us to be," the 
Zeltron teen said softly. 


"Errr...how does a Zeltron get in the dog-house? Don't clients 
normally jump to pick people of your race?" Doran said in one of 
his usual foot-in-mouth moments. He immediately grimaced after 
the fact. "Wait, never mind, sorry I asked. 


The Zeltron looked up. "We get to keep some of the credits we 
make, Master. I'm using it to buy time for my little sister. She's only 
six years old now, but just the right size to haul rocks and work the 
vents in the mines. Every credit I get goes towards keeping her in 


this building. Baquis says she's a waste of space because she's too 
young for most of the clients. I have to work doubly hard to keep 
the both of us here because of that." 


"And the Altisians don't do anything about it?" Doran said 
incredulously. 


"The last Altisian I entertained promised they were in negotiations 
to buy her," the Zeltron said. 


Doran managed to bite his tongue, just barely. "Right, let's get to 
swimwear choosing then." 


"Here, master." 


Doran nearly leaped out of his skin. The petite Mirialan girl in his 
group, probably a head shorter than Tracyn, was holding up a 
black-colored swimwear piece that promised to be a very tight fit. 
"Huh?" 


"For you, master," she said earnestly. "It'll look good on you...well... 
unless you have problems down there...I'll go find another piece for 
you." 


"Wait, wait, I have no problems 'down there'!" Doran practically 
shouted, snatching the piece of cloth from her hands. The other 
three 'slave' girls were looking at the Mirialan girl with worry. 


Even she seemed to cringe. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry! Don't 
send me back, Master! Please, I'll do better!" 


Doran blinked wildly. "What? No, wait, I'm not angry, just 
surprised...I won't send you anywhere." 


"After this will you take us back to your hotel room?" The Mirialan 
girl asked hopefully. 


"It'll definitely earn us more points, if we can serve you there too," 
the Twi'lek said before Doran could answer. 


"Fine, but I won't have any of you doing anything...weird...or 
anything," Doran said awkwardly, averting his eyes from the four 
once more. 


"So..." the human member of his quartet said hesitantly. She 
gestured to the 'swimsuit' still in Doran's hand. "You'll wear it?" 


"What?" He glanced at the suit. "Oh this." Against his better 
judgment, Doran nodded reluctantly. "Yeah. Are there any changing 
rooms?" 


"No, Master," the human girl shook her head. 


"Okay, then can you four...errr...turn around or something while I 
put this on?" Doran said, feeling all four of their eyes on him. "And 
you really can stop with the 'master' business." 


"Master, the walls are mirrored," his purple Twi'lek addition pointed 
out. 


"Then close your eyes," Doran grumbled, feeling his cheeks heat up. 
He pulled off the roughspun Mando-tunic he was wearing, and then 
glanced at the tight-fitting piece of black-cloth. It'd definitely only 
cover the bare essentials. With a sigh, he pulled off his pants and 
underwear and replaced it with the selected swimwear. He twisted 
from side to side to check his maneuverability, and tried to get used 
to the constricting feeling. "Okay, you can open your eyes now." 


"Do you like it?" the Mirialan girl asked. From her behavior, Doran 
had the feeling that she was the youngest of the group despite her 
physical appearance. 


"Yeah, it's great, thanks," Doran forced a smile. 


"You definitely don't have any problems 'down there,' Doran," the 
Twi'lek giggled. 


Doran felt his cheeks burn, self-consciously looking down at the 
tight-fitting swimwear. "Errrr...thanks for that too." 


"The swimwear is five-hundred credits, Master," the Mirialan girl 
said, holding out a hand for the credits. 


"Five hundred?" Doran blinked. "You can buy a full suit with that 
money!" 


"But can you swim in the suit?" the human girl said with a giggle. 
"You're right, this really is your first time doing something like this, 
isn't it?" 


Doran handed over the credits since they weren't his to begin with. 
"Just...I like to think of people as people and not things to be 
played with." 


"Thank you," the Zeltron bowed her head. 


"This way to the pool, Master," the Mirialan girl piped up, pointing 
to another seaweed-like divider. 


Doran parted the barrier with two girls on each arm, and his jaw 
dropped once more when he saw what was on the other side. Forget 
'swimming pool,' what he saw could easily be described as a fantasy 
island. Various other clients were lounging with their choices on a 
sprawling sandbar as waves serenely lapped at the shore. A full- 
service cantina delivered all sorts of tropical drinks, while private 
booths with one-way windows allowed for more adult activities 
with a clear view of the ocean-side paradise. Holo-signs on the 
'shore' joined with fire-lit torches to provide illumination in the 
growing night. 


As his gaze swept the area, he spotted Tracyn and Dinua and his 
jaw became even more unhinged. Tracyn was wearing a stunning 
black bikini that contrasted sharply with her pale-white skin. Seeing 
more of her skin than ever, Doran blatantly stared with his mouth 
open for several long moments as the petite Death Watch leader 
lounged on a chair sipping a drink. She had evidently embraced 
Nate's advice, and the slave-boys serving her were going all out. 
One was fanning her with a palm frond, another was holding a 
silver plate of snacks. Yet another was painting her nails, while the 
fourth's job seemed to be to stand in one place and look pretty. 


But Tracyn paled in comparison when Doran finally tore his eyes 
away from her and located Dinua. He spotted her just as she was 
coming out of the 'pool,' the flickering flame of a nearby torch 
sconce making her skin glisten from the water cascading off her 
very fit body. The silvery bikini she wore was more modest than 
Tracyn's, yet still emphasized every aspect of her body. Doran 
swallowed heavily, reminded fully that his swimwear could very 
easily betray his thoughts. To kill the train of thought his mind had 
started to take, he forced himself to imagine Goran Beviin and the 
scattergun the big, scary, Mando had aimed at him. Why did both 
of the Mando girls he knew have to be drop-dead gorgeous? And 
drop-dead as in if you tried anything with either of them, you'd be 
dropping dead in a heartbeat. 


"Master?" the Mirialan asked. 
"Sorry, just spotted my friends," Doran managed, his mouth very dry 


as he was reminded that the two were very much the opposite 
gender. He glanced around for Nate and saw the Adonis-like teen 


surrounded by girls with a winning smile on his face. That 
definitely soured his mood, and Doran headed for the other two. 


Tracyn saw him first and whistled. "Looking nice, Doran. Very nice." 
She looked to his 'slaves'. "Good choice on his swimwear girls." 


"Thanks," Doran managed, not used to receiving such compliments 
from girls. 


"Doran," Dinua joined them. To Doran's surprise, though, he caught 
a hint of what might have been disappointment in her expression as 
she glanced at the four slave-girls with him. 


"Hey, where's your complimentary boy-toys?" Doran asked, trying to 
keep his tone light. 


"I don't need any," Dinua said evenly. "You?" 
Doran definitely heard the disapproval. 


"Is she your girlfriend, Master?" the Mirialan tween chose that 
moment to ask. 


Doran wasn't exactly sure where to run at that moment as Dinua's 
molten brown gaze darted to the slave girl. "No, I'm not. I like my 
boyfriends capable of serving themselves. Will he be taking you 
back to the apartment after we're done here?" 


"Yes," the Mirialan girl said excitedly. "Master promised that we 
could serve him all night!" 


"Wait, that's not what it sounds like!" Doran said quickly, but not 
quick enough, as Dinua had already turned back towards the 
'swimming pool.' 

"Have fun, dar'manda," she said tonelessly over his objection. 

Doran was left standing where he was, not sure what had happened. 
He glanced to Tracyn and saw that the petite Death Watch leader 
was torn between pity and amusement. "Tracyn." 


"Tl talk with her," Tracyn rose from the lounger. "Don't worry, I 
know what you're doing." 


"You do?" 


"One of the Kyr'tsad factions is heavily involved in the flesh-trade. I 
don't really approve of it, but since the faction is a potential enemy, 
I had to learn the ins and outs of it. Including how the system works 
and how to best help those indentured. And before you think about 
helping them escape, just know that they all probably have a device 
somewhere in their bodies that will go off if they leave the 
Diamond Block." 


"Oh, thanks. Both for the info and for Dinua." 


"It's what friends are for," Tracyn smiled, patting his arm. She 
glanced to her slave-boys. "You four can relax for a bit, use some of 
the credits I gave you for yourselves if you want. I'll be back 
shortly." 


"Thank you, Mistress Gedyc," they chimed in unison. 


Doran glanced about again, then deciding that all he could do now 
was wait, reclined in the lounger next to Tracyn's. 


"How might we serve you, Master?" the Zeltron with him, asked 
softly. 


"I don't really need..." 


"There are security cameras everywhere so our master will know if 
we were of use to you or not," the purple Twi'lek said hastily. 


Doran exhaled slowly. The Altisians and even Tracyn appeared to 
have accept the status quo, but he, not so much. A plan was already 
forming in his mind, he just needed more intel. "Why don't you all 
tell me all about this place, your time here, this planet." 


"Master?" the Mirialan girl asked. 


"Just go along with it, Greenie," Doran said, with a smile. Despite 
the fact she was dressed in two scraps of cloth, he was becoming 
more and more fond of the Mirialan girl's bubbly and energetic 
attitude. 


The Mirialan beamed at her nickname and promptly began to tell 
her own tale. She had been part of a school-trip to a museum in the 
Tion Hegemony—Doran learned that she looked several years older 
than she actually was—when their transport had been hijacked by 
slavers. The others offered similar tales of woe. The human girl was 
kidnapped from her home. The Twi'lek actually sold to Gorgo by 


another Hutt. The Zeltron and her sister similarly sold when their 
parents couldn't pay off a gambling debt. 


Doran passed the time at the 'pool' just listening to all they had to 
tell him, mentally preparing himself for what he was going to do 
next. After all, he was still a Jedi. 


FtF IV FtF 


It was very late in the night, or some might say very early in the 
morning, when Doran slipped from his apartment. All four of his 
slave-girls were fast asleep on his giant bed, completely free of the 
explosive devices embedded in them. Despite never entering Hutt 
Space, Doran and his mom had encountered slaves before. Had 
actually performed a mass-escape of said slaves, and Doran knew 
exactly what to look for. After a quick trip to an electronics store 
and spending the rest of Nate's money, Doran had created an ion- 
dampening device that basically shrouded an individual in a low- 
level ion field that shorted out any electronic device in their person. 
He had made several more stops to places Nate had pointed out to 
them on the flight over on his way back to the hotel, and then 
began to put his plan into motion. 


At the moment, he was letting the four get some rest as he 
implemented the rest of his plan. Whatever the outcome, he was 
pretty sure he'd be banned from Hutt Space after the day was out. 
"Dikut," Doran heard, stopping in his tracks in the hallway. He 
turned and saw Dinua leaning against the wall with her arms folded 
in front of her. 

"Dinua, you still awake?" 

"Evidently." Dinua arched an eyebrow. 


Doran glanced at the plasma-pistol at her side and took a step back 
with his hands up. "I didn't touch any of the girls. Promise." 


Dinua looked away from him to hide her faint smile. "Wasn't going 
to shoot you, Dikut. Well, didn't plan on that. That can always 
change." 

"What are you doing out here at this hour?" 


"Waiting for you to do something wholly Jedi-like," Dinua said 
dryly. "You didn't disappoint." 


"Huh?" 


"I reminded her of who you were," Tracyn emerged out from the 
shadows of the hallway on Doran's opposite side, fully decked out 
in Mandalorian armor. "That you'd probably be the last guy to take 
advantage of those girls." 


"Oh?" Doran felt his cheeks warm as he realized just how well the 
pint-sized Death Watch leader knew him. 


"That, and I tried to make a bet on whether or not you'd try to 
rescue them," Tracyn said with a smile of amusement. "Once she 
remembered that this was you we were talking about, she declined 
the wager." 


"I did propose a counter-wager," Dinua said mildly. "That you 
wouldn't loop either of us into your plan." 


"I told her you were smarter than that," Tracyn said pointedly. "I'm 
right, right?" 


"Absolutely right," Doran nodded like a bobble-head. "In fact, I was 
just leaving my room to catch the two of you up on what I have in 
mind." 


"Uh huh," both girls smirked. 


Doran rapidly filled them in on the plan. Both blinked at him, 
glanced at each other, then back to him. 


"Let me guess," Dinua said finally. "You're doing this because it's the 
right thing to do, not because you're a Jedi with delusions of 
grandeur?" 


"A little bit of both, maybe," Doran admitted sheepishly. "But I'm 
reasonably certain we can pull this off. Mom and I freed several 
thousand Zygerrian slaves doing this exact same plan." 


"Your mom is a fully trained Jedi," Dinua pointed out. 

"Then again, the Hutt security guards are push-overs compared to 
Zygerrian shocktroopers. Hutts prefer quantity over quality when it 
comes to their people," Tracyn said, still mulling the plan over. "Do 
you really think we can pull this off in the next few hours?" 


"Definitely," Doran nodded. "I already have the transport secured, 


and I've sent a coded message using a special Wraith Squadron 
frequency my dad gave me for emergencies. All we have to do is fill 
the transport, get out of Hutt Space, and a New Republic team will 
take it from there." 


"There is the added bonus of the imminent Vongese invasion of the 
Periphery," Tracyn said. 


"There weren't any security vessels in orbits," Dinua agreed. "The 
Dikut's right, we might actually pull this off." 


"Just one question, Doran," Tracyn began slowly, looking at him 
askance. "The type of transport you managed to get can hold a lot of 
people." 

"Yes?" Doran said hesitantly. 

"Just how many slaves were you planning on saving?" Tracyn asked. 
"Weeeeeell," Doran grimaced. "I did kind of have my four tell me of 
all the holding pens and places they knew of that had slaves...and 
they kind of, might have mentioned that there were thousands of 
slaves and that I'd need a big ship." 

"Dikut!" Dinua groaned. "We're on this mission to get the cure for 
Jintar, not piss off the Hutts and get ourselves banned from Hutt 
Space!" 


"I'm with her," Tracyn looked skyward. "Four or a handful of slaves I 
can understand. But thousands?" 


"You guys did ask," Doran said with a weak grin. 

"We did, didn't we," Dinua looked exasperated. "Alright, let's do this 
then. We have a few hours before the pleasure-lounges close for the 
day, so let's make sure everything is set up." 


"Yeah...about that...I was going to save them last," Doran muttered. 
"You remember how I mentioned the slave-pens by the gas mines..." 


Dinua shook her head. "Fine, let's get going now so we can get to 
the crews before their shifts begin." 


"Thanks for the help you two," Doran said gratefully. 


Tracyn chuckled. "Hopefully we'll be far away from here once the 


rich and disgusting realize we've taken their favorite source of 
entertainment away and emptied a lot of mines of their workforce." 


FtF V FtF 


"Go on, it'll be safe," Doran gestured to the top of the ramp of the 
Action VI-class transport that he had secured. He had more or less 
brought the vessel from its owner after his dad had given him 
access to one of Wraith Squadron's discretionary accounts and he 
had mind-tricked the owner to get the price lowered. Not 
completely Jedi-like, but then he hoped rescuing thousands of 
slaves would balance it out in the end. 


Both Tracyn and Dinua had looked at him in exasperation for 
picking a vehicle that had no offensive capabilities and minimal 
shielding. "You're going to try to escape Hutt Space and hope no one 
shoots at us?" And they then went about stealing two Hornet-class 
fighters from a nearby hangar. Apparently stealing ships was some 
sort of Mando past-time and this made it okay. 


"But what about our explosive implants?" One of the slaves asked in 
fear. 


"It's okay. See that thing I installed in the doorway. It's an ion- 
shroud matrix. You pass by it and it'll make the implants inert." 


"Yeah, it's safe!" His Mirialan slave-girl chirped from the top of the 
ramp, waving at the others with a friendly smile. The fact that she 
was only one of several hundred already on board seemed to calm 
the large group with him, and the rest quickly surged up the ramp. 


"Three more dormitories to go," Doran breathed out, slapping the 
landing ramp control as the last slave boarded. No sooner had he 
done that than a klaxon alarm began blaring loudly. 


"I think we've been discovered," his purple Twi'lek slave-girl fretted. 
"Yeah, this is where the part gets fun," Doran said. He slid into the 
pilot's chair and powered up the massive transport. "Dinua, Tracyn, 
do your thing. Blow up stuff and cause chaos. We'll join you in a 
few seconds." 

"On it." 


"What are two fighters and a transport going to do against an entire 
planet's worth of defenses?" The Zeltron he had 'selected' asked 


incredulously. 


"Free all the slaves on this part of the planet," Doran said 
determinedly. He glanced over his shoulder to one of the larger 
male slaves he had had join him in the cockpit. "Andoin, you have 
the script?" 


"Yes, boss," the man's deep baritone replied. 
"Great." 
"Script?" the petite Mirialan was in the lap of the Zeltron. 


"You'll see," Doran grinned at the younger girl. He angled the 
transport so that it was visible high above the Tibana Gas fields. 
"Opening a channel now. Andoin, the show is yours." 


The large black man nodded and made his voice sound arrogant 
and threatening at the same time. "Attention Hutt security 
personnel of Sleheyron. We are Mando‘ade under orders from the 
great Yuuzhan Vong commander Gorak Lah. Do not attempt to 
resist or the firepower that will rain down on this planet will wipe 
all of your pathetic life from the face of the galaxy. You know what 
the Mandalorians can do, what the Yuuzhan Vong have done to 
worlds that have resisted them. You will let us continue our mission 
or face the wrath of the great Gorak Lah himself. To show our 
resolve, and dedication to our allies with the Yuuzhan Vong, we 
will annihilate the machines that pollute this planet." 


On cue, Tracyn and Dinua's Hornet-class fighters howled through 
the sky and rained lasers down on the now vacated Tibana gas 
fields. The natural gas within the storage tanks ignited in brilliant 
balls of orange-red flame, which triggered chain-reactions across 
the entire field. 


Doran nodded again to Andoin, and the freed slave grinned. "That is 
but a taste of our power. If you value your worthless lives and wish 
to see another day, you will stay out of our way. Ultimate 
Mandalorian-in-charge-of-making-your-life-hell, out." 


"You really think that will work?" The Zeltron said skeptically. "My 
sister is still being held at the..." 


"It'll work," Doran said reassuringly. "Approaching the next holding- 
pens." 


"Small-arms fire," another slave reported. 
"Di = " 
inua, Tracyn, peons knocking on our door. 


"Coming around." The two Hornet-fighters swung around and their 
barrage sent the security personnel flying into the air. 


"Go," Doran nodded to the slaves he had recruited to help with the 
daring escape. The weapons were all confiscated from the guards of 
the previous installations and were now being used by ex-enslaved 
former soldiers and mercenaries. The ramp drop, and the group of a 
dozen slaves stormed out with their own blasters blazing. There was 
no higher motivation. They were quite literally fighting for their 
lives and freedom. 


"T'll go greet the new people," the Mirialan said, swinging out of the 
Zeltron's lap. 


"Clock's ticking," Doran said into the comm. 


"Doran, we have a squadron of Hutt fighters lifting off from a nearby 
base. We'd prefer it if you weren't a sitting nerf down there." 


"Retrieval team, we have inbound." 


"Encountered resistance inside. The slavemasters aren't too keen on 
letting this group go," came the response, blaster-fire sounding in the 
background. 


"Second team, go," Doran directed. After hitting the other sites, he 
had nearly a thousand people in the ship. This was the largest of the 
slave facilities targeted, promising to have thousands more people 
inside. 


"Doran, get in the air," Tracyn's voice was terse. 


"My people are still on the ground," Doran negated, glancing 
through the cockpit window and seeing a myriad of enemy fighters 
grow from pinpoints to definitive shapes in the rising sunlight. 


There was an explosion on the ground and a large fragment of wall 
was blown outwards from within. A flurry of blasterfire lit up the 
clouds of dust and smoke, as a mass of people surged towards the 
transport. Not everyone made it as the indiscriminate blaster-fire 
raked across the crowd. 


"Come on!" Andoin bellowed from the ramp, blaster-rifle in hand. 


The group continued to rush forwards, the enemy fighters entering 
firing range. 


"Incoming missiles!" The Zeltron yelled in warning. 


Fortunately, none of the warheads fired made it to the target. Both 
Tracyn and Dinua's fighters came in with guns blazing, eating up 
the projectiles mid-flight before they both turned to engage the 
enemy fighter-squadron. 


"Are we done yet?" Doran yelled back. 


"Many more still coming, boss," Andoin replied back, his blaster 
picking off the refinery guards. 


"Doran!" Tracyn yelled. In the air, Doran watched her fighter go on 
a killing spree and roast three Hutt Security fighters in quick 
succession. She took out another on a return loop, showing that she 
was probably the most efficiently violent pacifist that Doran knew. 
More fighters were rising, however, and the numbers would soon do 
what the lack of quality couldn't. 


"Still loading," Doran said, gripping the arm-rests of his chair. 


Tracyn's voice filled the comm again, but this time she was 
speaking in Mando'a. "Kyr'tsad, jukadla dujin Ge'tala Pitat." 


"Tracyn?" Doran said nervously, recognizing the fact that she was 
calling on her faction and ordering some sort of attack plan. 


He didn't have to wait long to see what that plan was. Her faction's 
aging Mandalorian cruiser jumped into high-orbit, then promptly 
began to rain turbolaser fire down on the Spaceport District and the 
Refinery Districts. Streaking from the sky were a squad of blade-like 
fighters of Mandalorian creation, their own guns lighting up the 
Hutt Security fighters. 


"Utrel'a, al'verde," a Mandalorian voice replied as the Hutt fighters 
were utterly decimated. 


"Receiving incoming message, sender identifies himself as Gorgo the 
Hutt," the Zeltron said, mouth open in shock. 


"Put it through," Doran managed, equally stunned. 


"Mandalorian forces, stop your attack! Just take what you want and 
leave! You've made an enemy of the Hutt Empire today and you'll 
definitely regret it! I am Gorgo the..." Doran made a ‘kill' motion and 
the Zeltron turned off the comm. 


"Everyone's on board, boss!" Andoin called back. 
"We lose anyone?" 


"Several hundred slaves were killed in the escape. We lost most of 
the first unit and three from second unit," Andoin reported. 


Doran looked down. 


"Cheer up, boss. We've rescued nearly eight-thousand from this 
barracks." 


"That's definitely reason to be happy," the Zeltron said gently. "We 
can't save everyone." 


"Yeah, but it always sucks when I'm reminded of that," Doran 
sighed. "Heading to the next target. Tracyn, Dinua, the Hutt is 
ordering his forces to stand down. Stay on station, but I don't think 
we'll have any further trouble." 


FtF VI FtF 


There was one final stop before the transport left the planet. 
Stepping out of the speeder, the Diamond Block looked a lot 
different in the daylight. Less glowing signs, less people in the 
streets—though the latter might have been due to the ongoing 
"'Mandalorian invasion.' 


"You sure you okay coming back to this place?" Doran asked the 
Zeltron at his side. 


"My sister's still here," she replied with a resolute nod. "Baquis won't 
keep me from her." 


"No killing unless absolutely necessary," Doran cautioned. "He's just 
a business owner working in the system he set up shop in." 


The Zeltron nodded, and the two pushed open the door. The 
Weequay at the front desk looked up, then blinked. "I was 
beginning to wonder if you had been caught up in the Mandalorian 
unfortunateness. Thank you for bringing the Zeltron back, her sister 


really isn't old enough yet to be pleasing to my customers. Where is 
the rest of my property?" 


"You will open the doors to the slave-quarters," Doran said, waving 
his hand at the slaver. 


"T'll open the doors," Baquis agreed, gesturing for the two to follow. 
They entered the back room with him and he moved to the heavy 
metal door that kept the slaves in. After a DNA coded sequence, the 
heavy door clicked and slowly opened. 


"You'll unlock the cells to all your slaves and have them join us in 
this room," Doran continued, impressing upon the slaver with the 
Force. 


"Come out," Baquis barked, disabling the fields that kept the slaves 
in their cells. 


Slowly, several dozen slaves emerged, blinking uncertainly at each 
other as they did. The blue Twi'lek from earlier recognized Doran 
and bowed her head in silent thanks as she realized what was 
happening. 


"Rixi!" A tiny pink Zeltron called out, shooting off as fast as her 
small legs could carry her. 


The older Zeltron quickly bent on one leg and caught the pink blur, 
whispering soft promises into the child's ear as she hugged her 
tightly. 


"You'll disable the slave implants in their bodies," Doran continued, 
holding the Weequay's mind and will in his hands. 


ee 


"You'll disable the slave implants," Doran reinforced, feeling the 
Weequay try and fight the command. The slaves were his livelihood 
after all. 


"T'll disable the implants," the Weequay agreed. He pressed a series 
of buttons on the same control panel, and a screen popped up 
warning him that the process was irreversible. His hand hovered 
over the 'confirm' icon for several long seconds, but he eventually 
pressed the button. An audible chirp from the three-dozen slaves 
confirmed that their slave-implants had been disabled. 


"The rest of you, go on outside, there'll be several speeders waiting 
to take you to a transport that will get you off-world," Doran said to 
the others. 


"What about Baquis?" One of the slaves asked. 


"We'll let him be, I think the loss of all his future credits will be 
punishment en...ough," Doran paused as the tiny Zeltron girl 
wrapped her arms around his leg in a tight hug. "Thanks." 


She smiled and nodded. She then looked to her sister. "He's really 
big." 


The older Zeltron chuckled. "Yeah, I think he's big for a human." 


"Have some heavy-grav lifter genes," Doran patted the little girl on 
her head. 


The little girl nodded. 


"You have no idea what a heavy-grav lifter is, do you?" Doran said 
fondly. 


"I do too...they're..." The girl blinked, thought for a moment, looked 
up at Doran again, then answered. "Very big people." 


"She's definitely a smart one," her older sister beamed, accepting her 
sister as she left Doran's leg and returned to her side. 


"This way," Doran gestured to the exit. The group filed out with 
subdued excitement, not sure where they were going, but only 
knowing they were no longer slaves. One by one they piled into the 
speeders outside the Ocean's Paradise, said speeders zooming away 
when full. 


The older Zeltron walked out of the building with Doran, her little 
sister at her side and gripping her hand. The small Zeltron looked 
wide-eyed at the structures outside, and Doran had a sickening 
feeling that this was the first time the little girl had been let outside 
in a long while. It was confirmed a second later. 


"I've haven't been out here in forever. It's so pretty out here." 


"Yeah," Doran forced himself to smile as she looked to him for 
confirmation. 


"Thank you for everything," the older Zeltron murmured to Doran, 
opening the door to the last speeder and ushering her little sister in. 


"You're welco...get down!" Doran tried to push her away, but it was 
too late. The sound of a blaster discharging echoed loudly in the 
vacant street. 


Doran whirled around and saw a furious Baquis and two guards 
storm their way out of the swimming establishment with blasters 
held up. Doran held out his hand and sent a surge of Force energy 
into all three, knocking them back into the building. Another 
gesture, and a nearby parked speeder skidded across the street and 
bounced directly into the doorway as well, barring the way out. 


"Rixi!" The smaller Zeltron's anguished cry caused Doran to spin 
around. The older Zeltron was on the pavement, her blood rapidly 
leaving from a chest-wound. 


"No! No, no, no, no, no," Doran said, frantically putting pressure on 
the wound as he half-floated the Zeltron into the speeder. "No, hang 
in there. Driver, get us to the hangar as fast as you can." 


"You're...you're a Jedi," the older Zeltron wheezed weakly. 


"Yeah," Doran said, his face a mass of anguish as her blood 
continued to soak through the cloth he was using, staining his 
hands and clothes red. A pair of smaller hands frantically covered 
his, and he looked up to see two wide purple eyes gazing at her 
sister's face. He felt something in the Force, and he looked back to 
the older Zeltron. "And it looks like your little sister can feel the 
Force too." 


The older Zeltron smiled faintly. "She's going to be a Jedi too then?" 


"Definitely," Doran confirmed, feeling the older Zeltron slowly slip 
away. "Come on, stay with us. Come on!" 


She breathed out shallowly, her eyes fluttering close. "My little 
sister, a Jedi. She'll be a good one." 


"Yeah," Doran felt tears run down his cheeks as he kept his hand 
over her wound. "Promise. She'll be one of the best. Saving and 
helping people all over the galaxy." 


"She'll get to go to so many places," the Zeltron rasped, a tear of her 
own escaping. 


"I'm here, please don't go," the six-year old Zeltron begged. "Please." 


"The Jedi will be your family now," her older sister murmured. 
"I'm...sorry...I couldn't... give... you...more..." 


Her last word ended on a death rattle, and Doran squeezed his own 
eyes shut at the sound of anguish from the younger girl. "No! Rixi, 
wake up. You have to wake up! I'm scared! Wake up, please! Jedi, 
why won't she wake up?" 


"I'm sorry," Doran sobbed as the little girl buried herself against his 
chest and began crying as well. "I'm sorry I couldn't save her." 


"Who's going to protect me now?" She asked in a frightened voice 
against his chest. 


"I will," Doran murmured, rubbing her back. "The Jedi are. You can 
feel the Force, I can sense that." 


"I'm really going to be a Jedi?" She said with a few sniffles. 


"Yeah," Doran tried to smile as he held her at arms' length. "The 
very best." 


"I don't want to be a Jedi, I want my sister," she whimpered, tears 
coming again. 

"I know," Doran said hoarsely and rubbed her back. The hangar 
grew nearer and he did his best to compose himself. "I want your 
sister back too. But even Jedi can't stop death. We can try really 
really hard to though." 


"My sister always said that as long as we've tried we've never really 
failed," the small Zeltron whimpered. 


"Exactly," Doran muttered. "I...never learned your sister's name. She 
never told me. Can you tell me yours?" 


"My sister was Rhea Xici," the little girl hiccupped. "And I'm Rali." 
"Rali Xici?" 


"Uh huh, but Rhea always called me Raxi," she sniffled. "She was 
Rixi." 


"Can I call you Raxi too?" 


"Uh huh," the small Zeltron mumbled, hugging him tightly. 


"Well Raxi," Doran wiped at his tears with the sleeve of his free 
arm. "We're going to get you, your sister, and the other slaves out of 
here. And then you'll learn that with the Jedi Order, you'll always 
have family no matter where in the galaxy you are." 


"And I'll be able to help people like Rixi said? Like what you're 
doing?" 


"Once you become old enough, yeah. That's what we Jedi do." 


The speeder came to a halt. Doran saw the expressions on the 
awaiting Tracyn and Dinua and knew he immediately had to speak 
up or a planetary bombardment might commence. "It's not my 
blood." 


"Who's is it?" Dinua said tersely, her hand slowly releasing its grip 
on her blaster pistol. 

"Rixi's," Doran breathed out, leaving the speeder with the little 
Zeltron girl clinging to him. "This is her little sister." 


Both Mando girls swallowed heavily at the heartbreaking scene. 


"We have to get going, Doran," Tracyn said softly. "Nate and Maze 
have already figured out what was happening and gave us 
coordinates to meet. There's also a Hutt fleet is on the way, and my 
one ship can't go up against it. We might be Mandalorians, but we 
want to go out in a blaze of glory in a fight truly worth our deaths. 
Not against a bunch of backwater cowards with blasters and 
junkyard ships." 


"We're done here anyways," Doran muttered. "Can one of you get 
Rixi's body. I promised I'd get her off this planet...I don't want to 
break that one." 


"We'll handle it," Dinua said, her voice uncharacteristically gentle. 
"Take care of the little one." 


Doran glanced at Raxi and saw that she had fallen fast asleep on his 
shoulder. "Let's get out of here. I've had enough of Hutt Space." 


FtF Chapter End FtF 


A\N: And so begins arc 3! Next chapter will take them to Kamino 


where fun times are in store. It'll be up next week. 


12. Forging a Path 
Forging a Path 
FtF I FtF 


Once more in the Gray Side, Doran wasn't feeling too sociable. After 
escaping Hutt Space and handing off the transport to a New 
Republic team that specialized in caring for the mass-freeing of 
slaves (pretty much the norm for Jedi so the team was used to it) 
the Gargon crew had resumed their original destination towards 
Kamino. But it didn't make Doran feel any better. 


When he and his mom had freed the Zygerrian slaves, not a single 
slave-life had been lost. They hadn't even needed a timely rescue by 
a renegade faction of Mandalorians. Yet, they had freed nearly the 
exact same number as then, had additional fire-support, but at the 
same time lost over a thousand lives in the mass evacuation. The 
feeling didn't sit well with Doran. What if he hadn't stuck his head 
into Sleyheron's business in the first place? Would those thousand 
people still be alive? He knew he had lucked out that Tracyn's 
people had only been a short jump away and were able to arrive 
before the Hutt fighters could do serious damage. If Death Watch 
hadn't come to save the day, he knew that things would be much, 
much worse. Not making matters any better was Nate's words to 
him when he had first reboarded the Gray Side. 


"The Altisians could have freed those slaves at any time. But we 
didn't, do you know why? There are millions, hundreds of millions 
of slaves in Hutt Space. We can't free them all. Anything we do will 
make life worse for the remaining slaves. Security systems will be 
redoubled, their workload will be tripled if anything to make up for 
the loss of work from the ones 'saved'. There might even be mass 
executions as a lesson for those even thinking about escaping. You 
might have freed thousands, but it will be the other millions across 
Hutt Space that will suffer for those few." 


"And what were the Altisians doing that was any better?" Doran had 
yelled back. "While you all got to relax in high-end apartments and 
spend more money than most people in this galaxy will make in a 
year, all those people were suffering, serving you. Sure you toss 
them a few credits every once and a while. Do them a 'favor' by 
selecting them for your bed, but in the end, you Altisians are no 
worse than the other clients that come to the Diamond Block. 
Apathy is worse than doing nothing." 


"And what you did got a lot of people killed," Nate said grimly. "Do 
you want to look at the local HoloNet report out of Sleheyron? See 
the damage you are responsible for? Who do you think Gorgo the 
Hutt will take his anger out on? The Vong are off-limits and he 
doesn't have the muscle to go against the Mandalorians. It'll be the 
slaves in his other holdings that will pay the price. Not to mention 
the ones killed in your bid to free them. At least the Altisian way 
ensures they all can see another day, can all spend another moment 
with their families." 


"Leave him alone!" the brave young Zeltron girl, Rali Xici yelled at 
Nate, surprising everyone. "Do you want my sister to be still doing 
grown-up things with guys so they won't do those things to me? Do 
you want her to spend another day worrying about not getting 
enough money so I'll be kicked out and sent to the mines? Jedi 
Doran saved us, and you're not going to be mean to him!" 


His thoughts turned to the small Zeltron girl. If he hadn't tried to be 
so super-Jedi, would Raxi still have her sister? Would those 
thousand-plus slaves still be living and not gunned down by the 
security forces in his hastily put-together escape plan? The 'what ifs' 
continued to eat at him as he stared out at the passing starscape. 
The consequences of his actions had gotten people killed, and that 
wasn't a feeling he liked at all. Worse yet, he glanced down at the 
small pink head sleeping on his lap. It had taken away a little girl's 
only family. 


Rali Xici had refused completely and utterly to go with the New 
Republic rescue teams, had clung to him and cried her little lungs 
out when he tried to convince her otherwise. In the end, after 
everything that had happened, he hadn't the heart to send her 
away. He did promise her sister, after all, to look after Rali. The fact 
that Rali was also Force-sensitive and had formed a small bond with 
him partially out of reflexive terror at the thought of being 
separated also played heavily into things. With time to think things 
out, Doran could tell that Rali actually wasn't all that strong in the 
Force. Just strong enough to get her in trouble without the proper 
training. 


Ordinarily he would have insisted she go to Yavin Four for training. 
After all he was hardly qualified to teach any Jedi much less raise a 
little girl. But with Jintar's situation still taking priority, he didn't 
have the time to try to convince the six-year old otherwise. 


Not all the slaves they had rescued had gone with the New Republic 
team. In a move that made Dinua exasperated at him, Tracyn had 


recruited a large number of the able-bodied males and females into 
her faction of Death Watch—effectively doubling her faction with 
the thousands that had flocked to her banner. As if that was Doran's 
fault. Tracyn had just been very convincing and the beaten and 
downtrodden slaves were tired of living in fear and being trodden 
upon. To be fair, Tracyn had also made a case for them to join the 
Mandalorian Protectorate. But the fact that the Mandalorian 
Protectorate was currently allied with slave-taking Yuuzhan Vong 
was a big turn off. 


Not that it had made Dinua any less annoyed. 

Now he sat in the furthest aft section of the Gray Side, trying to 
avoid the others with only a sleeping little girl and the hum of the 
engines as his company. He heard soft footsteps on the deck-plating 
and looked up tiredly. 


"You're doing it again," Dinua said in a low voice, entering the back 
of the ship and sitting on a cargo-crate next to Doran. 


"Huh?" 

"Being a brooding Jedi," Dinua said, lightly resting a hand on a 
sleeping Raxi. The silvery thermal blanket that wrapped around her 
small form was normally meant for adults, so it nearly engulfed her 
completely. "Stop it. Can't you Force-sensitives feel the feelings of 
others? You're going to give the little girl more nightmares." 

Doran took in a deep breath and let it out. "You're right." 

"Of course I am," Dinua said. 

"Do you...agree with Nate?" Doran said hesitantly. "That I screwed 
up big time and just made the lives of millions more miserable 
because I was trying to be a Jedi?" 


"I thought you were rescuing them because it was the right thing to 
do, not the Jedi thing to do," Dinua said in non-answer. 


"Do you agree with Nate?" Doran asked again. 


"I am sure the thousands of slaves you rescued would not," Dinua 
replied, again avoiding the answer. 


"Dinua." 


"Yes," Dinua said, brown eyes flicking to Doran. "For the most part, 
I agree with Nate's assessment. We're not saviors of the galaxy. It's 

not our job to try and right every single wrong we come across. By 
doing good, we can sometimes cause situations far worse than the 

one we were fixing." 


Doran nodded, bowing his head silently as he fought back another 
round of tears. The last thing he wanted was to cry in front of Dinua 
and give her a reason to doubt his Mandalorian-ness. 


"But..." Dinua's voice became softer. "I think...were I in your 
position, had the contacts you did...I'd do the exact same thing. 
Mandalor has always said that the only law and justice we need is 
the one we carry within ourselves. Even if everyone in Hutt Space 
agrees with slavery, that the laws there say it's okay to treat people 
as property, if the law within you conflicts, it takes priority. 
Otherwise, you wouldn't be true to who you are." She gently tilted 
his head back up to look at him. "To the person I trust with my life 
and saved me from my own personal dar'yaim." 


"Dinua," he managed raspily. 
"You did well, Doran Sarkin-Tainer," Dinua murmured. 


"Thank you," Doran whispered, eyes closing slightly at the feel of 
her hand on his face. He opened his eyes and tilted his head slightly 
as Dinua leaned forward. 


"Hey guys, you're in luck!" Nate called out, hopping down from the 
cockpit section and noisily making his way to the aft. "The 
merchants in the region say the Yuuzhan Vong aren't this far out 
yet. Once we get on the major hyperspace lane, it should only be a 
day or two until Kamino. 


"Shhh!" An annoyed Doran glared at the older teen. A wampa-sized 
space was suddenly between Dinua and Doran, with the former 
standing and suddenly finding one of the cargo crates really 
interesting. "Raxi's sleeping." 


"Sorry," Nate grimaced. He looked back and forth between Doran 
and Dinua. "I...wasn't interrupting anything, was I?" 


Doran wondered if it'd be fair to use the Force to cause a bunch of 
tied up cargo-crates to fall on Nate. "No, nothing at all." 


"Okay then," Nate shrugged. "By the way, what are you going to do 


with that one?" He gestured to Rali. "Gargon and Mandalore are not 
exactly places for her to grow up. If you want, the Altisians can take 
her in and..." 


"No, it's okay," Doran shook his head. "I saved her, she's my 
responsibility. Once we find the cure for Jintar, I'll contact my 
parents and they can help her to Master Skywalker and the others." 


"The Altisians can give her a freer life," Nate said. "Your Jedi Order 
is too rigid. After her life of slavery, do you really want her 
confined by more rules and restrictions?" 


"Those rules and restrictions are what keep us from turning a blind- 
eye to the suffering of others," Doran said sharply. "Thanks for the 
offer, but no thanks. She'll be a Jedi. A regular one." 


"She's too weak in the Force," Nate shook his head. "The Jedi Order 
will ship her off to a farming project or something out of the way so 
she won't stain their name. With the Altisians, she'll be treated as an 
equal no matter how weak her connection to the Force is." 


"It'll be up to her in the end. First we need to get Jintar's cure," 
Doran said firmly, running a hand through the sleeping girl's blue 
hair. 


"Fair enough," Nate said. "Like I said, we should be at Kamino in a 
couple of days. Rest up until then." 


"Should we be expecting anything?" Dinua asked. 


"Uncle Maze says that the original facility was abandoned after the 
Empire razed it for producing illegal batches of clone troopers. The 
data was backed up in another city, though. One where rumors say 
that Vader himself later had some sort of operation going on. After 
the Empire fell though, the Kaminoans hit a recession and had to 
abandon most of their cloning facilities. Probably no more than a 
few scavs and junkers tearing the place a part," Nate explained. "A 
small show of force, and they should leave us alone." 


"A quick in and out then," Doran exhaled. "After Sleheyron, that's 
going to be a breeze." 


"Yup," Nate agreed. "We go in, get the data, leave. No heroics, no 
extra side trips. No stress." 


"Sounds good," Dinua noted. "After all, it is an abandoned cloning 


station. What can go wrong?" 
FtF II FtF 


"Easy going, not good." Maze noted worriedly as the ship dropped 
out of hyperspace in the Kamino system. "Nate, sensors say 
anything?" 


"Sensors showing no other ships in the sys..." Nate trailed off with a 
slight frown. "Uncle, did Kamino ever have any orbiting satellites?" 


"Just three moons," Maze replied. "Why?" 


"Though I'm not picking up any ships, there is a small cluster of 
asteroids located in orbit right over where you said Timira City is 
located." 


"You said no ships?" Maze said sharply. 
"Yes? Why?" 


"Despite the recession, the Kamino Defense Force has always kept a 
single cruiser and fighter-escort in orbit. It may sound impressive, 
but it was the only ships they were allowed to keep after their 
rogue cloners tried to rebel against the Empire." 


"Could the scavengers have destroyed them?" Dinua asked from the 
passenger seat. 


"It's possible," Maze answered, but he sounded dubious. "Keep our 
heading but adjust for those asteroids. I don't know how they got 
caught in Kamino's gravity, but then again I haven't been here for a 
very long time." 


"Do you know about this city?" Tracyn asked. 


"A little," Maze answered. "Timira is where their prototype batches 
were tested out. The Nulls would know more about it than me. 
They were partially brought up there until their genome proved 
stable enough. They were then sent over to Tipoca City to join the 
main training programs. But the Kaminoans were meticulous to say 
the least. Every single record of each failed batch was catalogued 
and dissected for the next batch. According to Niner, when the 
cloners rebelled over on Tipoca, nearly all the data was wiped 
either by the cloners or the Empire. But that was data for the viable 
batches. The Empire didn't care about the screw-ups and 


disposables so those databanks should still be intact." 


"If the scavs haven't gotten to them," Nate said, dipping the Gray 
Side past the asteroids in preparation for entry into the lower 
atmosphere. 


"There's that," Maze allowed. "It's more likely the sea-water 
destroyed the computers though. I was doing some digging on the 
state of things while we were en route. Apparently when the 
Rebellion blew-open Vader's secret project, they crashed a Star 
Destroyer into the sea and partially destroyed the complex. No 
telling what's left of the city." 


The ship began to shudder and shake as it passed through a 
towering storm-cloud. Chilling rain began to splash against the 
windows, and lightning occasionally forked all around them. 


"That's a lot of water," a wide-eyed Rali Xici whispered from where 
she was ensconced in Doran's lap. 


"I've seen an ocean planet and a rainy planet, but never a rainy, 
ocean planet," Doran agreed. 


"Lovely place," Dinua said sarcastically. 


"Think this is something? Wait until typhoon season," Maze 
chuckled. "Then try jumpjet-training in a hundred-and thirty 
kilometer per hour winds. Lost more than a few people during those 
lessons." 


"Mandalorian training methods can be harsh, but we generally try 
not to get our recruits killed," Dinua said in surprise. "It defeats the 
entire purpose." 


"This is Mandalorian methods mixed with Kaminoan sadism," Maze 
smiled darkly. "To the Kaminoans we were not people, simply assets 
that could either do what they promised or broke trying. If we died, 
so what? They'd just make another one of us. To the Mandalorians, 
most of them anyways, we were a job. A new shiny toy that could 
be shaped into whatever they desired. Why do you think so many of 
us took up Mandalorian culture? If the trainers had been Echani 
we'd probably all have pranced about the battlefield in as little 
armor as possible. Trandoshan? We'd have worshipped that Goddess 
of theirs and committed suicide if we were ever captured. Does 
make me wonder what we would have turned out to be if Jedi were 
the ones to train us." 


"Coming up on Timira City right now." 


"Any contact with the capitol?" Maze was suddenly all business as 
he turned his attention to the controls. 


"No, Tipoca hasn't even so much as scanned us," Nate shook his 
head. "I've tried hailing them to get permission to land at Timira, 
but nothing." 


"Could be the storm interfering with communications," Maze said, 
though it didn't sound like he believed it. "Kids, keep your eyes 
peeled. It could be nothing, but this is strange, even for the 
Kaminoans." 


"Errr...guys," Doran pointed out the approaching city. "Do the 
Kaminoans normally have that many ships parked in one place?" 


"Maybe they're having a party outside," Rali said brightly. 


All attention followed Doran's finger. Filling nearly every last 
landing pad at the city, were a motley collection of unique vessels 
that just screamed ‘mercenary’. The rain continued to splash down 
on the viewport, but the unlikely team of Altisians and 
Mandalorians-in-training saw that a large crowd was gathering 
around an intact, outdoor section of the city. 


The rest of the city didn't exactly look structurally sound. Whatever 
the Rebel Alliance had done, it had definitely left its mark. Most of 
the enclosed city appeared to be listing at a sixty-degree angle, with 
more than a few corridors and structures completely exposed to the 
elements. What wasn't dangling precariously above the stormy 
waters was already submerged. Only a small section of the city, 
most likely the side opposite of where the Star Destroyer-induced 
tidal wave had struck, looked to be stable. Even then, there didn't 
appear to be any lights on inside, any power, nor was there any 
movement. 


"Well that's not good," Maze said, reading the faces of the teenagers 
with him. "That building over there, past the collapsed section of 
the city, that's the primary data-storage center. It looks like it's still 
in one piece, even if the path there isn't. No landing pad though, so 
we'll have to go the long way." 


"Getting a short-range transmission," Nate noted. "Probably 
someone from that crowd down there." 


"Let's hear what they have to say," Maze shrugged, thumbing the 
switch. 


Over the relay, a small holographic figure of a man in ill-fitting 
armor appeared. The most notable thing about him was that he was 
human but very, very ugly in appearance. "You're late!" 


"We are?" Maze asked in turn, the others in the ship shrugging in 
confusion. 


"The Host was getting annoyed. Land the ship and join the rest of us." 


"You'll have to excuse us," Maze said smoothly. "We were only 
contacted last minute and sent here." 


"You mean you're not here for the competition." 


"We are," Maze replied, matching the man's irritable demeanor. "But 
as I said, our own client just hired us after the team he had in mind 
pulled out. Something about not wanting to sign up for a suicide 
mission." 


"It might seem that way, but the reward is worth it. When you get out 
here, the Host will explain everything." The man's holo flickered off. 


"How'd you know it was a suicide mission?" The teens in the shuttle 
looked to the veteran in surprise. 


Maze stabbed a finger at the gathering below. "No one hires that 
many mercenaries to go through a building that is supposed to be 
abandoned. Also, no one in their right mind would actually pay that 
many mercenaries either. Either it's something that only a few 
survivors will be paid for, or the host plans to double-cross 
everyone. Either way, most everyone down there will probably be 
dead this time tomorrow." 


"We should get suited up, then," Nate said. "Look the part." 


"I have my armor," Tracyn pointed to one of the crates that she had 
brought with her. 


"Hope you two don't mind wearing non-Mando armor. More than 
one Mando kind of stands out," Nate said to Doran and Dinua. 


They both shook their heads in the negative, and Doran spoke up. "I 
don't mind, but what about Raxi?" 


"You can't seriously consider taking her with us," Nate said. 
"You really want to leave her behind?" Doran countered. 


"No one makes battle-armor for six year old kids," Nate said in 
exasperation. "Or Ewoks, or Ugnaughts, or Jawas, or anything the 
size of a six year old kid." 


"I'm coming," the small Zeltron insisted, looking terrified at being 
separated from Doran. 


"Just great," Nate sighed. He gestured them towards the back of the 
ship and pounded his hand on several hatches when he followed 
them back. In addition to the absurdly exotic weapon racks, another 
panel retracted to reveal sets of armor. 


Doran began to reach for a dark blue set that looked vaguely like a 
hybridized Mandalorian-Stormtrooper outfit, but Nate reached over 
and stopped him. "Sorry about that, Doran. This one's mine. Has 
some of the only pieces of my grandpa's armor that were recovered, 
folded into it." 


"Stormtrooper armor?" Doran asked, grabbing the set next to it, a 
black one with green trim. 


"Katarn-armor," Nate corrected. "Custom paint jobs and Altisian 
tinkering of course. They're based off the old Phase-II ARC outfits, 
which of course had Mando influence." 


"You carry the female version of the armor set with you 
everywhere?" Dinua asked, unhooking the breastplate of a white- 
colored armor with blue trim and noticing it was made for women. 


"Never know when you'll have kick-ass women at your side gunning 
down the scum of the galaxy," Nate smiled. "Helps that these armors 
are modular, so one-size fits all. Well, all adults anyways" 


The Gray Side landed in an empty space on one of the further 
landing pads, a wave sloshing over the side as they did. Nate saw it 
through one of the side windows and called back up to the front. 
"Uncle Maze, make sure you've set the magnetic docking clamps. 
Last thing I want is for this ship to be washed away." 


"At least we're finally getting it clean," Maze chuckled heartily, 
joining them after a few minutes of cycling the systems. He opened 
another hatch and began to strap on a much older version of the 


outfits the others had on. 


"Is that...your original armor?" Tracyn asked softly, attaching her 
gauntlets to her wrists. 


Maze nodded as he pulled on a backpack full of only he knew what. 
"Needed a while to get used to going without it. Still fits me like a 
glove though, so I know I haven't gotten completely soft." 


"Nothing wrong with going soft," Doran said. He glanced up to the 
weapon rack when he saw Maze pick out a plasma pistol and his 
eyebrows shot up at the weapon next to the one Maze had chosen. 
"Is that a T-6 Heavy Blaster?" 


"Altisian touched, naturally," Nate plucked the gun off the rack and 
tossed it over to Doran. "Keep it. It's yours if you want." 


"What's this switch on the side of the barrel do?" Doran recognized 
the non-standard modification to it. 


"Energy-sink," Nate explained, choosing a blaster-rifle for himself. 
"The gun uses a magnetic field that allows it to build up a charge. 
Kind of like a Bryar pistol. You get to choose between five to ten 
shots depending on how long you charge the shot up. Bryars can't 
blast through a meter of armored plating though. That can." 


"Neat," Doran breathed out, developing a new appreciation for 
Altisian technological prowess. "Thanks." 


"Not a problem," Nate patted the younger teen on the shoulder, then 
pointed back to the armor rack. "Since it doesn't look like the place 
has any power, I'd take the helmet. It has thermal and infrared 
vision modes." 


"I want one too," Raxi voiced, looking at the teens in the room. 


"Here," Tracyn plucked a spare Katarn-armor helmet from the shelf 
and set it on Raxi's head. It was overly large and she looked 
completely adorable as she looked left and right with it on. "Nate, 
can you hand me those spare pauldrons?" 


Raising an eyebrow, Nate did as asked. Tracyn activated her armor's 
wrist-blade and made some modifications to the straps. She then 
gestured for Raxi to come towards her. The little girl obediently did 
as told and pointed at the pieces of armor in the older girl's hand. 
"What are those?" 


"These are going to be your arm protectors," Tracyn said with a 
friendly smile. The pauldrons were big enough that they went down 
the entire arm-length of the six year old. The Death Watch heiress 
fastened them on, and then looked back up to the armor rack once 
more. "Doran, Jeban said you were a good cobbler." 


"On it," Doran chuckled, snagging a pair of armored boots and 
beginning to strip it of its armor plating. He had already decided to 
use Raxi's existing shoes and attached the light-weight ablative 
plating to them. 


"T'll work on the chest-piece," Dinua volunteered. "It's just a matter 
of stripping off a few of the armor plates and adjusting the cloth 
inside." 


"Okay, be real." Nate said protested. "Do you really think that it's 
safe for a little girl to be out in the middle of all those gun-toting 
mercs out there? That's just insane. Uncle Maze said that this was 
suicide mission. She can stay on the ship, nice and dry, and out of 
the way that anything that wants to kill her." 


"She'd be safer with us, where we can keep an eye on her," Doran 
objected. "She's Force-sensitive, remember. The second she starts 
feeling things go wrong with us, do you really think she'll stay on 
this ship?" 


"She's a little girl with no combat training whatsoever," Nate 
argued. "It'll be a danger to you, me, and everyone else if we have 
to pause to save her because she made a bone-headed decision. Face 
it, Doran. As guilty as you are about getting her sister killed, if you 
take her with us, you're more than likely to get her killed too." 


"That was low," Dinua said darkly, standing up. "The Di'kut may 
have more heart than good for him, but his intentions are in the 
right place. He's confident he has the abilities to keep her safe. I'm 
confident in my abilities to help him do that. You can either help 
out or shut up and not become a part of the problem." 


"Don't worry," Tracyn ignored the argument of the trio and 
remained squatting in front of Raxi. "We'll get you armored up just 
like us. I'll work on your pants next." 


Raxi beamed happily from inside her helmet, then realized that 
Tracyn couldn't see her, so she gave the woman a thumbs-up. 


Meanwhile Dinua's support for him had made Doran's eyebrows 


skyrocket, and he was grateful his helmet was hiding his no doubt 
stupefied expression. He didn't want to make an enemy of their new 
acquaintance, though, which was something Mandalorians seemed 
to have a knack for doing. He tried a different track. "Come on, 
Nate. Between you, me, Maze, Tracyn, and Dinua, we've more than 
enough brains, blasters, and sharp, pointy weapons to keep her safe. 
We're only here to get some information, not walk into a war." 


"And here I thought Jedi weren't supposed to form attachments," 
Nate said dryly. 


"Aren't you Altisians supposed to be all 'Family, yay, I'll protect you 
even if I have to do something crazy and un-Jedi-like?" Doran 
replied in the same tone. 


Nate, sensing what the two Mandalorian girls had decided and 
realizing he was out-voted, sighed. "Fine. I'll help. Can you have 
Raxi give me the helmet? I can make a few adjustments to it so it 
doesn't fall off the first time she looks down at her feet." 


"Great, thanks," Doran smiled. 


Ten-minutes later and Raxi was wearing the first Katarn-commando 
armor set made for Ewok-sized beings. 


"Comfy?" Doran grinned. 


"Uh huh," Raxi's helmeted head bobbed and she reached out to take 
one of Doran's hands. 


"Cutest armored Ewok ever," Tracyn beamed, putting on her own 
black-painted Mandalorian helmet and then reaching down to take 
Raxi's other hand. "Stay with us okay? We'll keep you safe." 


"We'll definitely try," a helmeted Maze said, hitting the ramp 
controls. 


The group stepped off the ship and into the torrential rain pouring 
down all around them. Their helmets and armor kept the wetness 
and chill out, but the weather was still far from what anyone but an 
amphibious creature might consider pleasant. 


The ugly man in ill-fitting armor greeted them. "Come on over. 
You're lucky. The Host just ordered all space in the Kamino system 
closed. You're the last ones in." 


"Skip the pleasantries," Maze said professionally. 
"This way," the man directed them through the crowd. 


The sheer number of mercenaries gathered made Doran more than 
consider Maze's assessment of the situation. Unless one was trying 
to build an army, no one needed several thousand mercenaries. 
Maze and his own large form, with Raxi riding on his shoulders to 
stay clear of the crowd, led the way for their group as they 
shouldered their way to the front. When Doran saw that the 'Host' 
was a Yuuzhan Vong, however, his blood ran cold. That was 
something he definitely did not need. 


The Yuuzhan Vong appeared to be an older female, with a much 
younger one standing at her side. Neither appeared dressed for the 
combat, much less the weather, but the water somehow just rolled 
off whatever organic garments they were wearing. When the man in 
ill-fitting armor approached them and bowed low, they both 
acknowledged him with a nod. 


"The last are here, your Eminence." 


"You did well. It is clear that the gods have not inflicted the same 
shame upon you that had stained your brother," the older of the two 
Yuuzhan Vong said evenly. 


The two Yuuzhan Vong walked up to a central platform in the 
middle of the thousands of mercenaries. 


"All of you are here because you have answered our summons," the 
elder Yuuzhan Vong said, her voice carrying over the howling wind 
and constant rumbling thunder. A flash of lightning illuminated her 
grizzled features, and Doran was infinitely glad for the helmet 
shielding his face from view. "I am Master Shaper Mezhan Kwaad, 
of Doman Kwaad and this is my student, Shaper Initiate Nen Yim. 
To educate you, Doman Kwaad and Yim are what you Infidels 
would consider scientists. It is why we are here, for knowledge. By 
going through your histories, I have learned that this facility once 
excelled in genetic experiments and mass cloning. It is that data 
that I seek. Now, for why you are here. The unobservant among you 
may not have noticed that there are over a hundred different races 
present, the ones most dominant in this galaxy. I wish to see how 
your races function in combat and how you react to stressful 
situations. The first three winning teams, that is the teams that 
return to me with data I seek, will be rewarded the ten million 
credits as promised. All others who survive and return with data 


will receive a token ten thousand credits for their participation. In 
addition, I have heard that Jeedai were also cloned here. The team 
who returns to me with that data will receive an additional two 
million credit bonus." 


"That's a load of Bantha dung!" One merc called out. "No way you 
have enough credits to pay for all of us!" 


"Several of your New Republic's senators have already set aside 
funds for this research project," Mezhan said patiently. "The money 
is available. Do not doubt me on that. Whether you will be among 
those that earn it, though, is a different story." 


"Then let's get started!" a Houk bellowed, thrusting his vibrosword 
in the air and shaking it to the approval of his team. 


"In good time." Mezhan, to Doran, looked almost pleased at the 
outburst. "I have released many different predatory species, 
modified by my Domain, into this facility as well. As I said, this is 
an experiment in itself. If you do not perform to the best of your 
abilities, you will meet your end here. Lastly, I will have 
surveillance units overseeing the event. Remember that your goal is 
the data. Intentionally killing a member of another team will result 
in a half-million deduction from your reward should you be among 
the winners. Should you kill a member of another team and not win, 
then I would advise you to flee because you will be dealt with most 
harshly. Now, you may begin." 


The mass of mercenaries immediately took off running throughout 
the darkened, water-deluged city, a din of many languages of 
exciting rising up from all around them. As Doran and the others 
began to move with the latter portion of the crowd, Doran caught a 
conversation between the two Yuuzhan Vong. 


"You are certain these...things can retrieve information on Jeedai?" 
the one called Nen Yim asked. 


"Even if they do not, we will have received plenty of data for the 
Supreme Overlord and earn his favor," Mezhan said mildly. "Enough 
to earn a place on the team that will be sent to the Jeedai training 
center on Yavin Four." 


"Yavin Four was given to Domain Phaath. Surely Master Shaper Yal 
Phaath will object..." 


"Initiate, remember your place," Mezhan chided with a hint of 


warning. "Once the Supreme Overlord learns that I have uncovered 
more data for the Yuuzhan Vong than all of Domain Phaath in their 
years of study of this galaxy, he will be persuaded to send me so 
that I may...supervise Master Shaper Phaath's actions." 


"I meant no disrespect, Master Shaper Kwaad, but Master Shaper 
Phaath is not as...open-minded about certain avenues of research. 
Especially those not from the corteci held by the Supreme One." 


"Do not worry about that, Initiate. Whether we find information on 
the Jeedai today, or on Yavin when we claim it for the Yuuzhan 
Vong, we will unlock their secrets. All for the good of our people, of 
course." 


Nen Yim tilted her head. "As you say, Master Shaper." 


Doran saw Mezhan turn in his direction and he involuntarily 
shuddered as he hurried to catch up with the others. Glancing at the 
mass of people rushing to earn their 'prize', Doran could definitely 
say he had a bad feeling about what was going to happen next. 


FtF III FtF 


Much of Timira City, like the capitol Tipoca City, was enclosed. The 
network of mushroom-like gray buildings that stood on stilts above 
the turbulent waters were connected via cylindrical, often 
transparent corridors. Every building was a maze in its own right, 
with the corridors winding around turbolift shafts or passing 
through vast rooms. Normally the passageways would be lit up ina 
pleasant white light and everything would shine with in an inviting, 
sterile sense. 


That wasn't the case. 


The entire city had no power at all, leaving the hallways and rooms 
near pitch-black. The storm outside bled into the ruined city 
causing hair-raising howling and clanging to echo throughout. 
Scorch marks on walls, shattered windows, occasion flashes of 
lightning illuminating stretched of the city, Timira was about as 
inviting as a graveyard on a new moon. All that was missing was 
some creature screeching into the night and the whole haunted- 
house scene would have been perfect. 


"Creepy place," Nate said, looking around. "Almost reminds me of 
that factory the Bakuran Prime Minister let the trade delegation 
tour." 


"It was dark and abandoned?" Tracyn asked lightly. 


"More or less," Nate chuckled. "I definitely like the company much 
better this time around though." 


"Keep trying," Tracyn laughed in turn. "I definitely like my guys 
persist..." 


"Careful!" Nate quickly grabbed Tracyn and pulled her back. 


The group halted with weapons raised, Raxi hiding behind Doran in 
the center of the formation. 


Tracyn slowly shone her weapon's light into the path before her and 
noted that the walls were covered with some sort of paper-like 
substance in a web-like design. What had stopped Nate, however, 
were the several bodies a little further into the hallway, all seeming 
to have self-inflicted blaster wounds to the head. "What in the 
world?" 


Maze crept forward and poked his gun into the paper. "Might be 
nesting material of some sort." 


Doran frowned. He didn't sense anything wrong, but at the same 
time he wasn't going to take any chances. "Is there any way 
around?" 


"We could take the service ladders," Maze gestured to the hatch in 
the roof. "But we'll have to make a detour through several other 
buildings. This is the most direct path." 


"Doran we don't have..." 


Doran's heightened awareness allowed him to hear a buzzing. 
"Everyone shut up!" 


They fell quiet, surprised at his outburst. The lights from their guns 
scanned the hallway, but didn't see anything. Doran left Rali to 
Dinua and Tracyn and moved to the front. His helmet's night-vision 
helped in the pitch-blackness of the hallway, but he also saw 
nothing of note. 


"Doran?" Tracyn said carefully. 


Doran took a step forward, his booted feet crinkling the paper-like 
material that was stretched out across the floor. Almost 


immediately the buzzing sound skyrocketed. 
"Doran, get out of there!" Nate yelled. 


From out of the air ducts and from every nook and cranny possible, 
fist-sized wasps of some-sort swarmed directly at him. It was as if 
the paper-material had been some sort of alarm system. Doran 
reflexively held up his hands and sent a pulse of Force-energy 
rippling through the swarm. The effect was as if he had used a 
three-hundred and sixty-degree fly-swatter. The bugs in all 
directions were thrown backwards in a stunning blast. Doran used 
that time to hastily step back out of the corridor. If it hadn't been 
for the Force alerting him to the imminent threat, and then saving 
him...Doran didn't want to know if the wicked black stingers on the 
wasps could penetrate his armor. Was glad he didn't have to find 
out. 


Once he stepped off the paper ‘alarm system,' and the wasps 
recovered, they swarmed for a moment, but didn't follow him. They 
then flitted back to the various places they had come from, and all 
was silent once more. 


"Any idea what those were?" Doran asked, his heart still pounding. 


"Yeah," Maze spoke up, not sounding pleased. "Fever Wasps of some 
sort. My brothers stationed on Haruun Kal told me about them 
during a rotation in their assignment. Nasty things. They lay larvae 
into your blood-stream and they hatch and eat your brain." 


"I read about them," Nate said, shining his light through the paper- 
filled hallway. "But I thought those were tiny wasps? These things 
looked fruit-sized." 


"They're supposed to be tiny wasps," Maze grunted. 


"I guess the Yuuzhan Vong are the Altisians of living things then," 
Doran breathed out. "And I really doubt that bugs are all they have 
in this building." 


"I guess we have to find another way around then," Tracyn said, 
gesturing to the hatch Maze pointed out earlier. "No telling how big 
that nest is, and I'm in no mood to fight with giant bugs." 


"Agreed," Dinua nodded. "The Dikut's abilities may have saved him 
from a painful death this time around, but we are not so naturally 
repellent that bugs fly away from us." 


Doran blinked, trying to figure out if Dinua was insulting him or 
giving him a back-handed compliment. Preferring to think positive, 
he smiled inside his helmet. "What she said. I mean, I think it's 
possible to create a bubble of Force energy to keep the bugs away. 
But doing something like that will definitely catch someone's 
attention. The Vong did say they were watching somehow." 


"The long-way it is," Maze used his rifle to poke open the hatch. 


They piled up on top of the cylindrical passageway, the footing less 
stable than Doran would have thought. 


"Who exactly services these things?" Doran asked, the topside 
narrow enough for them to just travel one at a time. 


"Droids," Maze laughed. "You really don't think the Aiwha bait 
would clean these things themselves? Some of the passages back on 
Tipoca were actually used to train us in the fine art of fighting 
while balancing over certain death." 


Doran glanced down over the side. Between the lower walkways 
and defunct cloning chambers, it was definitely a long way down. 


"Here," Doran heard Dinua's voice and looked over his shoulder. His 
jaw nearly dropped when it became Dinua's turn for Rali to ride on 
her shoulders. "See any dangers, call it out." 


"Yes, sir!" Rali playfully saluted in her modified Katarn-armor and 
then glommed on to Dinua's head. "All clear ahead!" 


Doran's bemused expression morphed into a gentle smile, grateful 
that Rali's presence in the Force was bold and unafraid. He sent her 
a small bundle of reinforcement and felt her attempt to do the same 
with her limited abilities. He was more determined than ever now 
to keep his promise to her big sister. Nothing was going to happen 
to Rali Xici on his watch. 


The passage along the top of the walkway encountered no 
problems. That is until Rali pointed to a point high above them. 


"Look!" 


They did, then paled. Apparently another merc-team had 
encountered something that needed a bandoleer of grenades thrown 
at it. Raxi had spotted the flash of blaster-fire seconds before said 
bandoleer had been thrown. The rest of the group looked up in time 


to see the bandoleer detonate. They learned firsthand that the 
Kaminoans didn't design their interior walkways to endure the 
explosive force of five thermal detonators going off at once. 


Who would have thought? 


The walkway above them was momentarily shrouded in a giant 
plume of fire, the resulting shockwave rippling through the narrow 
structure and ripping it to shreds. The shockwave continued 
outwards, two adjacent walkways shattering from the pressure. The 
primary walkway blew outwards, nailing the other two with 
spinning pieces of debris. And soon Doran's group had three 
walkways' worth of debris raining down on their own. 


"Down!" Maze barked, flattening himself onto the tube they were 
on. The others began to follow suit. 


"Nate!" Doran called out over the roar of the explosion and 
cascading debris. He was still standing. 


"Give me a sec," Nate said quickly, likewise standing. 


"Don't have one!" Doran yelled back, surprised to feel that Nate was 
once again devoid of any Force ability. 


"You two are crazy!" Tracyn yelled. "Get down!" 


Suddenly, the Force came rushing back through Nate as if a spigot 
had been turned on. 


"Kay, good to go!" Nate held up both hands. 


Doran did the same, and both began to redirect the flaming debris 
from around their immediate area. One of the larger pieces of 
walkway smashed into their own. Right where the Fever Wasp 
swarm was. The angry insects buzzed out of the new hole in search 
of a new home. The debris ping-ponged off whatever was in their 
way, making the job for Doran and Nate all the more complicated. 
Fortunately, the whole cascade of burning metal lasted only 
seconds. Once the immediate danger was passed, both teens fell to 
their hands and knees, gasping for air. It was one thing to levitate a 
giant object. It was an entirely different thing altogether to redirect 
a giant object already falling at terminal velocity. 


When the last of the crashing echoes died away, Doran's group 
slowly rose to their feet to take stock of their situation. There was 


devastation everywhere, their walkway taking a giant beating and 
hanging in some places by a single metal beam. But the place they 
were standing was as pristine as when the Kaminoans had first 
abandoned it. 


"So much for limiting your Force usage," Maze laughed 
maddeningly, gazing at the destruction. 


"It has its uses," Doran said sheepishly, accepting Rali's ‘help' to get 
him back to his feet. 


"T'll be able to do that?" Rali asked in wonder. 


Doran took off his helmet and knelt down next to the girl. "How 
well one uses the Force doesn't make one a good Jedi." 


"It doesn't?" Rali said in confusion. 


"Uh uh," Doran shook his head. He gently rested his hand over her 
heart. "A Jedi doesn't need the Force to be a Jedi. He or she just 
needs a good heart and the ability to see things from other people's 
view points. The Force is just an added bonus to make our job of 
doing the impossible a bit easier." 


"Oh," Rali's head bobbed. 
"Didn't understand a thing I said?" Doran said with a fond smile. 


"Uh uh," Rali said brightly. She tilted her head. "T'll still be a good 
Jedi though, right?" 


"The very best," Doran grinned. He hoisted her up onto his 
shoulders. "Even if you didn't understand the Jedi speak earlier. Just 
remember that it doesn't matter how strong you are in the Force. If 
you believe you're a Jedi, then you're a Jedi and don't let anyone 
else tell you differently." 


"Okay," Rali chirped. 


Doran turned back to see the rest of the group looking at him. With 
their helmets on he couldn't read their expressions, but he began to 
feel his cheeks warm. "Errr...let's keep going, right? Long way to go 
and everything." 


"The Jedi has the right idea," Maze said with a small amount of 
warmth in his voice that caused Doran to blush further. "We've 


already gotten off course. Don't want another group reaching the 
data before us. Or worse, destroy it with their idiotic idea that 
thermal detonators solve all their problems." 


FtF IV FtF 


The city was fast proving to be a death trap for the mercs inside. If 
it wasn't the abandoned floor-paneling giving away from age, wild 
creatures of various types would swoop out of nowhere to drag 
hapless victims back into the shadowy corners of the once pristine 
cloning lab. For those with no clear idea where they were going, 
wandering around in the environs was a recipe for disaster. 


Fortunately for Doran and his Mandalorian friends, they had a 
guide. Also fortunate was that the Kaminoans liked their uniform 
cities. A building that served as storage over on Tipoca City, the city 
Maze grew up in, had a corresponding building over on Timira City, 
the city they were now on. A western wing of one building that 
held classrooms on Tipoca, served a similar purpose on Timira. 


Unfortunately for them, the Rebel Alliance had decided to crash a 
Star Destroyer into the ocean and the impact had rearranged many 
of the viable passageways and flooded others. Most of the wild 
animals seemed to be located on the upper levels, the places with 
intact walkways and reasonably dry rooms. Given how Maze and 
the others weren't exactly packing a whole lot of ammunition in the 
first place, they had opted to risk the less shootable challenge of 
unstable terrain. 


Even then, just because a majority of the animals were further away 
from the water, it didn't mean all of them were. But wild creatures 
were really the last thing Doran was thinking about after a few 
hours of navigating the city. His primary concern had to do with 
Nate Jango'ad and his dashingly heroic ways. In those few hours, 
Nate had done everything from save an entire group of unrelated 
mercenaries from a painful death-by-Gundark-nest, to performing 
CPR on Tracyn when the tail of a Shenbit-bonecrusher slammed 
into her with such force that it stopped her heart. Of course Nate 
could just have easily used the Force to heal her, but had opted for 
the mouth-to-mouth resuscitation instead. While the rest of the 
group had been trying to put down a Yuuzhan Vong-modified 
Shenbit—with increased armor capabilities and a clubbed-tail— 
Nate went and saved Tracyn's life. It wasn't that Doran wanted 
Tracyn to die...but there didn't seem like anything Nate couldn't do, 
and his perfectness was increasingly getting on Doran's nerves. 


"If this water gets any higher, we're going to be in trouble," Nate 
said dryly, wading through the chest-high flooded room. Its Tipoca 
City equivalent would have been used for storage, and its Timira 
City usage definitely had many cargo crates floating about. "Water's 
a bit too cold for a relaxing swim." 


"Good thing the power in the city is out," Doran added with a nod. 
"Last thing we need is mass zapping-ness." 


"Zapping-ness?" Nate repeated, as if unable to believe Doran. 


"Electrocution if you want to be technical, ," Doran rolled his eyes 
in annoyance. "Not everyone can be as awesome as you." 

"You seem to be making a deliberate attempt at being un-awesome," 
Nate replied. 


"Boys," Tracyn sighed. 


"He started it," Doran pointed to Nate, inwardly grimacing as he 
realized how childish it sounded. 


"Eyes up!" Maze barked. 


The bickering stopped as they halted where they were, their 
blasters scanning the area. 


"Uncle?" Nate voiced cautiously. 
"Saw a dianoga eye," Maze said grimly. 


"You've got to be kidding me," Nate grumbled, shaking his head. 
"Did it look like a regular dianoga, or did the Vong do something to 
that too?" 


"I saw it, it saw us, that's really all we need to worry about right 
now," Maze answered. He scanned the walls. "There should be a 
service hatch to the walkways above somewhere nearby. We should 
get out of this water as fast as we can." 


"Over there!" Rali called out, pointing a hand. She was seated atop 
Dinua's shoulders after having napped against Maze earlier in the 
trip. 


Blasters whipped around, and the group saw several eyestocks 
quickly drop back under water. 


"Counted five," Dinua reported. 


"Any movement we make will attract their attention, might provoke 
them into attacking," Doran said worriedly. 


"Standing in one place, they'll definitely attack," Maze replied, not 
liking the situation any more than the others. 


"I have an idea," Nate said after a moment. 


"Big surprise," Doran muttered under his breath so the others 
couldn't hear him. 


"These Katarn-armor sets, the Altisians gave the boots a magnetic- 
locking capability, as well as retractable cleats for climbing," Nate 
lifted a leg slowly to demonstrate. "The upper passage walls might 
not be magnetic, but these lower level ones looked to be made from 
reinforced durasteel. We'll use the magnetic locks to walk our way 
to the ceiling and find the hatch Uncle Maze mentioned." 


"Great idea," Dinua complimented. 


"What about Tracyn?" Doran voiced. "She's wearing her 
Mandalorian armor, not your set. Rali also doesn't have magnetic 
boots." 


"The kid can come with me," Maze voiced, pulling out a grappling 
line and casting it to Dinua. "Tie this around her waist and I can 
strap her to my front. It's probably not the most comfortable, but 
it'll only be until we're out of this level." 


"Tracyn," Nate mimicked his uncle. 
yn, 


"Such a gentleman," Tracyn laughed, but tied the rope around her 
own waist. She then rotated so that she floated on the low water 
over to Nate, guided by the metal rope tied around her. Once over, 
she righted herself and climbed onto his back, wrapping her arms 
and legs around him. Her small figure meant that he was able to 
bear her weight after only a few seconds of adjustment. "Stronger 
than I thought." 


"We Altisians are full of surprises," Nate said glibly. 


Doran felt his teeth grind and struggled not to react. "Great, 
problem solved." 


"On a count of three, run towards the wall, leap, and then activate 
your magnetic boots," Maze directed. 


"Three, two, one!" The group dashed towards the walls, the water 
around them coming to life. 


"Something just brushed past my leg!" Dinua yelped. 


"Keep moving," Doran called out. The group reached the wall and 
quickly activated their boots as multiple tentacles broke the water's 
surface. Doran, being one of the first to the wall thanks to his long 
stride, unholstered his blaster and fired at the searching limbs. The 
dianogas definitely did not appreciate his contributions and 
squealed, the tentacles quickly retracting and the water going 
dangerously calm once more. 


"Well," panted Nate on the wall opposite of Doran. Tracyn was 
gripping onto him and doing her best not to get the both of them 
killed. "That was another thing I can say I've done. Escape from 
dianogas with a hot girl on my back." 


"How far until the service hatch?" Doran called out to Maze, who 
was cradling Rali against his chest. 


"Shouldn't be too far," Maze pointed at the nearby door. "A few 
dozen meters down that corridor." 


"T'll take point," Doran exhaled, not wanting to look at Nate or listen 
to his antics any longer. 


"T'll bring up the rear," Dinua volunteered. 


"Another brush with death avoided," Doran sighed. "A gazillion 
more to go." 


The trip to service hatch and up to the crisscrossing transparasteel 
walkways above was uneventful. As was the next hour of travel as 
they traversed the cylindrical walkway in near silence. The lights 
came from their torches, which they occasional shined through the 
transparent walkway to look down on the vast rooms they were 
passing through. Maze kept a running commentary with Rali now 
riding on his shoulders. 


"On Tipoca, this place would have been a mess-hall," Maze gestured 
outside to a many-tabled room. "I think the Nulls mentioned Timira 
did things a little differently because they didn't deal with the 


volume of clones Tipoca did. See over there on that half of the 
room? Looks like the Kaminoans decided to use the rest of the space 
as a firing range." 


"Get you guys used to the sound of blaster fire even on your off 
hours?" Doran asked. 


"Precisely," Maze grinned broadly behind his helmet, some of his 
manic side coming through. "Blasterfire and all-purpose paste for 
breakfast, nutritious and delicious." 


"What about this next room?" Nate asking as the tube-like walkway 
took them into an adjoining room. 


"Hmm, let's see," Maze shined his light through the transparasteel. 
"Can't be certain, but looks like a training room of some sort. The 
Kaminoans came up with all sorts of ways to ensure we had the 
mettle we needed to have." 


They rounded the corner, Doran's torchlight scanning the path 
before them. "Is it just me or is it slightly creepy we haven't 
encountered any other merc-groups outside of the one that almost 
became Gundark food?" 


"I noticed that as well," Dinua said from the rear. "And not just that 
either. We are on the middle levels, but in the past few structures 
we have encountered no sign of wildlife." 


Doran thought about that and definitely did not like the conclusion 
he had reached. "Well either the Yuuzhan Vong ran out of creatures 
to seed an entire city, or..." 


Tracyn, on her own two feet asked. "Or what?" 

"Or something ate everything that came this way," Nate answered 
for Doran in an almost whisper his gaze seemingly focused not on 
Doran, but at something past him. 


"Seriously!?" Doran said in exasperation, whirling around on the 
older teen. "I was going to say tha..." 


A gurgling roar filled the hallway. 
Doran glanced over his shoulder, then promptly did a double-take. 


The entire path before him seemed to be blocked off by an 
undulating mass of spike-covered tentacles. The lights of the entire 


group focused on the creature just as a singular eye opened up. 


"Oh kriff," Tracyn barely managed, taking a shaking step backwards 
and turning off her torch. "A Rathtar." 


The tentacles slowly uncoiled, and the creature emitted a burp, a 
single, corroded metal boot flying out of its circular maw and 
clanging to the floor just in front of Doran. His brief look at the 
boot showed that it was still dissolving from whatever fluids it was 
covered in. 

"A Yuuzhan Vong-modified Rathtar," Doran concluded. The boot 
finished dissolving, and the left over liquid began to eat away at the 
floor panel. 

"Run," Maze exhaled slowly, taking a slow, step back. 


The Rathtar roared once more and its large muscular form began to 
pound its way through the corridor. 


"Run!" Maze bellowed, clutching Rali to him. 

The group ran, their hurried footsteps echoing along with the 
banging noises of the Rathtar through the abandoned building. 
Dinua tried to buy them some time and fired her plasma pistol at it. 
Doran, bringing up the rear, immediately grabbed her arm to pull 
her along. "Don't do that, you'll get it angry." 

"As opposed to what it is now?" Dinua asked. 

"Right now it's hungry. We don't want it angry and hungry." 


The Rathtar continued to close the distance, its spiky tentacles 
propelling at a speed faster than the humans could run. 


"I take it you've fought one of these things before?" 

"Are you kidding?" Doran said incredulously. "Do I look suicidal?" 
"You're a Jedi," Dinua said by way of argument. 

"No I haven't fought a Rathtar before," Doran yelled over the din 
coming from behind. "What about you? I thought hunting insanely 


dangerous creatures was the Mando idea of fun?" 


"Only for the mentally impaired Mandalorians," Dinua said. Then 


she cried out as a tentacle slammed into her back and launched her 
forward. 


Doran whirled around and fired his blaster pistol several times, the 
bolts barely doing anything to the mucus-covered tentacles. He 
charged up his pistol and fired, this time scoring a minor burn. 
Glaring at his useless weapon, he glanced over his shoulder and saw 
that Dinua had recovered and was pulling a collapsible vibrosword 
from her utility belt. 


"I think the Vong made these things blaster-proof too," Doran 
shouted, the tentacles thrashing about and pounding on the sides of 
the corridor. He saw spidery cracks form in the transparent material 
and grimaced. 


"I think you made it angry," Dinua noted, swinging her vibrosword 
and scoring a small cut in another tentacle. 


The Rathtar howled. 
"It's angry," Dinua concluded. 


"Let's keep running." Doran's blaster was doing absolutely nothing to 
the mass of muscle and spikes before him. 


A spiky tentacle lashed out and wrapped itself around Dinua's 
vibroblade. She immediately let it go and staggered backwards. 
"Good idea." 


"Fire in the hole!" Nate yelled from the end of the hallway. 


Doran saw a bandoleer of thermal detonators fly past he and Dinua 
and groaned. "He's going to get us killed!" 


The two picked up their adrenaline-induced flight, skidding around 
a corner just as a powerful explosion violently jarred the entire 
walkway and sent Dinua and Doran sprawling to the ground. On the 
ground, Doran promptly flipped himself over and fired a charged 
shot at the ceiling. The blast blew a hole in the roof of the walkway 
just as the scorching wall of fire raced around the corner. 
Summoning as much concentration as he could, Doran held up both 
hands and created a thin barrier of Force energy. The roiling wall of 
fire slammed into it, and then finding a path of lesser resistance, 
promptly spewed out the hole Doran had made in a prolonged rush. 


With the last of the fire gone, Doran slumped, groaning at his new 


near-death experience. He smiled weakly as the others came to 
assist. "I think we found out what happened to everyone who tried 
to come this way." 


"No kidding," Tracyn rasped, shaking her head in disbelief. She 
helped Doran to his feet. 


"Think it's dead?" Dinua asked, accepting Nate's assistance and 
likewise standing. 


"Has to be," Nate said worriedly, looking in the Rathtar-infested 
path's general direction. "Those were all the detonators Uncle Maze 
brought with us." 


And then a single tentacle made its way around the corner. 
"No, frackin' way!" Nate gaped. 


Another tentacle followed. Both spiked appendages looked a bit 
charred, lacking the mucus-like sheen from earlier, but still very 
much alive. More Rathtar tentacles. Maze and the others began 
backing up once more. The rest of the creature followed. 


Doran saw several marking on the wall as the group backed into a 
different room, and an idea came to him. "Guys, keep on going." 


"Doran," Dinua said tersely. "Jedi doesn't equal suicidal, right?" 
"In this case, it might," Doran answered back. "Trust me on this." 


The burnt Rathtar continued to drag its wounded form towards the 
humanoids, its anger and hunger overriding whatever pain it might 
be feeling. 


Dinua fell back with the others, though not really the most happy 
about doing so. 


The Rathtar roared once more, its eye centering on Doran's tall 
figure standing just inside the doorway of the next room. Doran 
released a slow breath in concentration, waiting until the last 
moment before firing his blaster into a cluster of cables on the 
ceiling. The built-up charge blew away the sensitive electronics and 
a flood-door slid shut with authority. The Rathtar, which had been 
half-way through the door, was sliced in two. Its gore splashed 
across the flood-door and coated Doran's figure in purple and 
orange goo. Doran smirked and turned around to walk back to his 


stunned friends. 


Even then, Doran couldn't catch a break. The half that had made it 
through the other side thrashed about in its death throes, the few 
tentacles it still had in its possession lashing outwards. One 
wrapped around a startled Doran's ankle and lifted him into the air, 
slamming him bodily into a stretched out viewing window. The 
window broke from the impact but didn't shatter completely. The 
Rathtar slammed him into the wall a second time as blaster-fire 
poured in from the others. This time the window gave way—along 
with the tentacle holding him, severed by a plasma-shot—and 
Doran was hurled through the air and into the cavernous room 
outside. 


Doran gritted his teeth as he impacted against a supporting column, 
then rolled down the side of the sloped walls. He was deposited into 
a pit-like region many stories below, his vision still swimming from 
the journey. He tasted blood, and knew from the searing pain in his 
side that he had a cracked rib or five. His legs still worked, so that 
was good. His sense of balance still on the whoozy side. He tried to 
steady himself with the smooth wall next to him, not able to see 
anything in the near-darkness of the room. 


His helmet's night-vision was dead, and just running his hand over 
his helmet let him know that it had taken the brunt of his fall. With 
an annoyed groan, he managed to work his head free of the 
mangled plasteel and throw it aside. 


"Doran!" He heard Dinua yell out from above. There was a 
moment's pause as a shaped-charge blew out a segment of the wall 
and allowed her to shine her light down on his position. 


"Still alive!" Doran called back. 


"Stay that way!" Tracyn shouted, jumping out the new hole. There 
was a small pause, and Doran heard the distinctive sound of a 
Mandalorian jetpack activating. Sure enough, the petite Death 
Watch leader had rocketed down to where he was. She landed, and 
Doran had the distinct feeling she was glaring at him through her 
Mandalorian helmet. 


"Thanks for dropping in?" Doran tried, promptly earning himself a 
punch on the arm. 


"That was from Jeban," Tracyn grumbled. She punched his other 
arm. "And that was for scaring the living daylight out of me!" 


"Sorry...but the plan worked, right?" Doran grimaced. Even with his 
Katarn-armor, Tracyn had to have crushgaunts or something on her 
hands because her punches still hurt. 


"Yeah," Tracyn admitted reluctantly. She reached into her utility 
belt and popped a flare. The bright red glow lit up the pit Doran 
had fallen into. 


And he almost wish she hadn't. 


Strewn about the floor was a large variety of corpses and bones. 
Some looking fairly old. Given the armor some were wearing, Doran 
had a very strong feeling that the group of mercs combing the 
facility wasn't the first. His attention was then drawn to the sets of 
eyes glittering just out of sight of the flare's range. Slowly, with 
rumbling huffs and snarls, several creatures began to rise. 


The first to step into the light was a creature Doran recognized as a 
massive Sacorrian Grey Bear. Yuuzhan Vong coral grew out in 
spikes along its spine, and some sort of black fluid was dripping 
from gleaming white fangs. Easily twice his own impressive height, 
the bear regarded them as a starving person would regard a buffet. 
Two other bear-shaped shadows flanked it, but stayed out of the red 
cone of light. 


Tracyn and Doran took a step back, but then heard a sound come 
from behind and spun around. 


"Great, Ralltiir tigers too," Doran groaned, now standing back to 
back with Tracyn. The tigers had similar coral-like growth, but this 
time on their tails, and with horn-like protrusions on their 
head."Can this get any worse?" 

A new roar sounded in the darkness. 


"You had to ask," Tracyn shook her head, she now had a blaster in 
each hand and was tracking back and forth between the targets. 


A third animal appeared. 


"Rock-lions," Doran moaned in disbelief. "Rathtars, rock-lions, Grey 
Bears, and Ralltiir tigers! What'd the Vong do, raid a zoo?" 


"If you have a plan to get out of this, I'm open to it." 


"Let's see, a plan against a lot of very hungry animals?" Doran did 


his best to look around, but didn't see anything that could be of 
help. The walls of the pit were even taller than the Sacorrian Grey 
Bears, and it wasn't like Tracyn could carry him. "Yeah, take off and 
go help Dinua and the others get the info for Jintar." 


"Hit your head harder than I thought," Tracyn said darkly. "Try 
again." 


"Tracyn..." 


"Jeban will shoot me if I go back up and said I'd let you get eaten by 
wild animals. I'd shoot me too," Tracyn cut him off. "So, new plan." 


"Tracyn," Doran gritted out. "These aren't just regular wild animals. 
I can't feel them with my special senses. The Vong definitely did 
something to them, and I don't want my best Mandalorian buddy 
becoming their appetizer." 


"Yeah, and I'm not going to let my favorite Hairless Baby Wookie 
become an entrée." Tracyn took aim with both blasters as the 
Sacorrian Grey Bear took a step closer. "Come up with something, 
fast. My blasters wouldn't make a dent in a Grey Bear's hide before 
all the changes the Vongese made to it, so I doubt I'll be able to do 
more than tick it off." 


Doran regarded the wild animals around them, glancing at the coral 
sticking out of their bodies in lethal-fashion. "Try shooting the 
coral." 


"What?" 


"The coral," Doran pointed to the approaching bear. "Doesn't it look 
like antennae right where his neck is?" 


"Okay," Tracyn shrugged, her blaster discharging several times. The 
coral growth was blown off, and the bear let out a murderous roar, 
rising onto its hind legs. 


At the same time, a Ralltiir tiger let out a huff of breath. Which 
unfortunately for Doran, snuffed the flare. 


Which left them in the dark, in a pit, surrounded by lions, and 
tigers, and bears... 


Oh, my. 


FtF V FtF 


Just when it looked like he and Tracyn would be the dinner for a 
pack of very hungry animals, the darkness of the room was lit up 
once more. Repelling downward were Maze, Rali still clinging to 
him, Dinua, and Nate, with their blaster-weapons blazing. The lions 
and tigers didn't stand a chance, and after their alphas were 
decimated, the remaining animals beat a hasty retreat into the 
sewer-like passages they had come from. 


The bears were a different story. Despite the barrage from above, 
even high-powered rounds couldn't penetrate the trio of giant 
ursines. In fact, all it did was enrage the trio. Doran saw Tracyn 
focus her fire on the face of one of the creatures, but her helmet 
prevented her from seeing a second of the two barrel towards them. 
Despite the burning pain of his fractured ribs, Doran shoved Tracyn 
aside and had only a second to build up a cushion of Force energy 
before taking the full force of the charge. 


He was pretty sure the impact with the wall had broken whatever 
ribs he had left. He also didn't really feel like staying awake. But the 
bear was not done with him. With a swipe of its claw, it sent Doran 
rolling across the ground and tore off his chest plate. He couldn't 
help but scream in agony as his damaged rib-cage protested such 
violent treatment. The bear moved to flatten him, but a jet of liquid 
blue fire met it. It howled, staggering backwards as the liquid 
adhered to its face and continued to burn. 


Tracyn continued to stand protectively in front of Doran, her flame- 
thrower dishing out the spout of liquid fire. The bear swung at her, 
but she rolled beneath it and fired off something from her wrist- 
launcher directly into its belly. She then rolled away towards 
Doran, promptly covering him as best she could with her much 
smaller figure. The bear in question immediately had its insides 
blown out as the exploding dart she had planted detonated. 


Almost at the same time, Nate landed on the ground and performed 
a strafing dive. The second of the trio of bears received a diet of 
molten metal slugs when it opened its mouth to roar in challenge, 
and the barrage blew out the back of its head and neck and dropped 
the creature in its tracks. The last bear being wounded from one 
source after another, emitted one more defiant roar before it too 
retreated back into the darkness. 


"Clear," Maze said, scanning the region. He light briefly washed 
over Doran's battered body. "Nate, get over here. The boy looks like 


he got the worst of everything." 
"On it, uncle." 


The 'boy' in question knew that he was in big trouble. He could 
scarcely breathe without hurting, his vision darkened to the point 
he wasn't sure if his eyes were open or close. So this is what dying 
feels like, Doran mused. Though he had many regrets, he was also at 
peace. As all Jedi, he would just rejoin the Force and... 


"Ow!" Doran groaned in agony as something sharp pierced his chest 
and injected him with something. 


"Adrenaline is not going to last him long," Tracyn said hurriedly. 
"We need to get him to a bacta tank." 


"He better not give me mouth-to-mouth," Doran slurred. 


"That's the least of your worries, or‘dikut," Tracyn lectured harshly." 
What possessed you to do something so stupid as to..." 


"Little Mando," Maze interrupted her rant, mainly to get her out of 
the way so Nate could get to Doran. "I need you to open up that 
compartment over there. Inside should be a set of clankers the 
Kaminoans use for security." Maze shined his torch at a wall 
adjacent to a high platform above them. "I don't care if it doesn't 
have power at the moment. Make sure it's in one piece and bring it 
down here. Quick." 


Tracyn stared at Maze for a long moment, before activating her 
jetpack and flying up to the platform. Nate, meanwhile, knelt by 
Doran's barely-conscious form and removed his own helmet. 
"You look like bantha poodoo," Nate remarked with a half smirk. 


Doran emitted a raspy gargle in turn. 


"What are you going to do?" Dinua asked, stepping forward and 
making an abortive attempt to grab Nate's shoulder. 


"Keep him alive until we can fix his body," Nate replied. "Dinua, I 
need you to step way back, over to where my uncle is preferably." 


As Nate spoke, Doran felt something very strange in the Force. The 
peaceful sensation of drifting towards oblivion had been halted. Not 
halted, he realized after a moment, redirected. 


"Got the droid," Tracyn landed, a cable towing the droid to her 
location. "Heavy piece of junk." 


Maze glanced back over to her, then surprised everyone by 
laughing. "Ho, ho! A B3 Ultra? I guess the rumors about the Empire 
taking over their production was true. Has to be the ultimate of 
ironies that they have Confederate droids guarding their cloning 
facilities." 


"Great. Uncle," Nate said distractedly, keeping his hands over 
Doran. "Mind getting it ready? No sense having two dead bodies." 


Maze took the droid and gestured for Tracyn to stand back where 
Raxi and Dinua were. He took out a power-pack from the pack he 
was carrying and replaced the energy-cell inside the droid. He 
smiled at the two Mandalorian teens looking on. "Stocked up on 
these before we left Sleheyron. Kaminoans knew their tech, never 
knew if something they left lying about would come in handy. All 
set, Nate." 


Doran felt the pull intensify and he let out a ragged gasp of agony 
as every single nerve-ending in his body fired off at once. He 
coughed several times, blood coming out of his mouth as it did. It 
felt as if his mind was liquefying in his skull as wave after wave of 
agony consumed him. He already hated Nate's guts, and now he 
was even more furious. Why couldn't Mr. Perfect just let him die 
properly?! 


In the background, both Dinua and Tracyn looked on, their helmets 
shielding their contrasting expressions from view. Where Tracyn 
wore her every emotion plain on her face, Dinua's own face was 
locked in an emotionless slate. Both teens were holding one of Rali's 
hands, trying to reassure both themselves almost as much as the 
little girl, of Doran's survival. 


"He's killing him," Dinua said in a low voice as she watched Doran's 
body convulse in an almost impossible angle. She began to draw her 
blaster. "He's kill..." 


"Give him time," Maze said in a commanding voice. "What he's 
doing isn't a piece of cake you know." 


"And what is he doing?" Tracyn gritted out. 


The pain stopped, much to Doran's surprise. Stopped completely. 
His entire body went deathly still, and he briefly wondered if he'd 


finally be able to pass on. If Nate had given up. He almost felt like 
bragging. Ha! So perfect, but can't beat death, can you? Then the 
weird feeling that he was traveling somewhere started up again. He 
felt light-headed, and he wanted to take a breath, but realized he 
couldn't. Despite his resignation at his morality, he suddenly really 
wanted to breathe again. But he couldn't move at all, couldn't make 
a sound of protest, couldn't even feel anything. The dark fog that 
surrounded him persisted. 


And then he could see again. But when his sight returned, it wasn't 
at all what he expected. As a human, he was pretty sure that there 
was only a small spectrum of light that he could see. He definitely 
didn't remember seeing everything in thermal-version. And 
definitely didn't remember hearing the actual heart-beats of those 
nearby. At least that's what he figured the rhythmic pounding was. 


"He's dead!" He heard Tracyn snarl accusingly in an almost 
disturbingly loud volume. Or the person who he assumed was 
Tracyn. Apart from Rali, the Death Watch leader was the smallest 
heat signature in the room. A much larger figure held her back from 
committing murder. "Nate didn't help him at all!" 


"Listen, Mandalorian," Maze said sternly. "Doran's body was dying, 
there was nothing we could do for that." 


"Then what did Nate do?" If Tracyn's voice was full of molten fury, 
Dinua's was glacially calm. 


Doran blinked, and everything appeared to look normal again. 
Although he definitely didn't remember putting a new helmet with 
night-vision capabilities on. 


"Doran," Nate's voice registered in Doran's ears. "Why don't you 
wave hi at them to let them know I'm as amazing as usual?" 


Doran groaned reflexively and sat up. It was then he noticed that 
his body was still on the floor. A small amount of paranoid panic 
coursed through him. He lifted a hand to cup his face, and his hand 
made a 'clanging' noise on impact. "What...?" 


Even his own voice sounded robotic. Then he remembered Nate 
telling Tracyn to fetch a droid body. If Doran still had eyes, they 
would have widened in surprise understanding. Slowly, he lifted his 
other hand and saw a thick, metal gauntlet instead. He glanced 
down at the rest of his body. He hadn't been conscious enough to 
know what type of droid Tracyn had acquired, but looking down at 


the rest of himself, Doran now had a really good idea what. He 
wasn't in just any droid. He was in a kick-ass droid. 


"What..." Tracyn's enraged rant had trailed off as the formerly 
deactivated droid got unsteadily to its feet. 


"You're welcome," Nate said to the droid, with a hint of a cocky 
smirk. 


"Wow," Doran voiced again. He held out one of his arms and 
focused. Immediately a panel slid back and a rapid-fire blaster 
cannon rose up. He tilted his head as best he could, focusing some 
more. The cannon retracted, rotated to the side, and was replaced 
by a flamethrower. "Very cool." 


"Doran?" Tracyn breathed out in disbelief. 


"It's me, I think," Doran replied. He wanted to nod, but apparently 
his new body wasn't capable of such an act. When he tried, he 
evidently activated the hatch for his back-mounted missile 
launcher. "Better than a Gonk droid." 


"What?" Dinua's surprise matched the shock Tracyn and Rali were 
feeling. 


"Altisians," Doran said dryly. "That's what." 
"Nate?" Tracyn whirled on to the Altisian Force-user. 


He just waved them off. "Let me catch my breath. I think Doran can 
explain things though. He knows about Callista." 


"Just know the basics," Doran grimaced at the cybernetic reverb his 
voice had. "Altisians have made tech and Force-usage to an art. One 
of the reasons why they can have all these cool guns, armor, and 
ships is because they can imbue a part of themselves into the tech 
as they make it overcoming natural limits." 


"What does that have to do with...you?" Dinua asked. She had knelt 
down next to Doran's body and continued to look back and forth 
between his deathly still organic form and his equally still droid 
form. 


"They can also transfer the essences of people into machines," Doran 
said softly. 


"Transfer...so...you really are...you?" 


"As much as I think I am," Doran wanted to smile sardonically but 
he no longer had a mouth to do so. "Technically, I am dead. My 
consciousness was just transferred into this body." 


Dinua visibly twitched when Doran said he was dead, and she stood 
up to her full height. Which in his new form, didn't even make it 
halfway up his four-meter tall torso. She took off her helmet, brown 
eyes staring into his red photoreceptor. "We can fix this, right?" 


"If we keep my body intact, both this form and my organic one, and 
get us back to the Kyrimorut, more than likely." 


Dinua nodded curtly and replaced her helmet, moving to where 
Tracyn and Maze were now cutting the hide off one of the bears to 
make a pack for his organic form. 


In the meantime, Rali had shaken free of a still-recovering Nate and 
ran straight up to stand in front of Doran. "You're inside there?" 


"Yeah," Doran tried to nod and once again activated his missile 
launcher. "Okay, no nodding." 


Raxi placed a small hand on one of his legs. "You're so cold." 
"Metal does that," Doran said, keeping his tone light. He wanted to 
comfort the small girl but suddenly realized that his new body 
lacked something else besides the ability to nod and feel the 
warmth of her small hand. 

He couldn't use the Force. 

Ftf Chapter End Ftf 
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"Walk behind me, Doran. It's really, really, really weird seeing you 
like this," Tracyn muttered, hastening her walk so that she was a 
step ahead of Doran. His every footstep clanked against the ground 
as he tried to slow his pace. It wasn't his new droid body that 
unnerved her, but his flesh-and-blood body partially sticking out of 
the makeshift sack attached to his back. 


After the building filled with back-to-back Yuuzhan Vong-modified 
animals, the group had encountered little else in their trek. And 
after several hours of navigating the vast Kaminoan city, they 
stopped encountering people and animals altogether. This time, 
they didn't even encounter any super-dangerous predator. 


To make matters more confusing, they had reached a door that had 
been sealed off and welded shut, with a mountain of debris clearly 
visible through the transparasteel door blocking the other side. If 
that was a clear sign telling them to go around...and they evidently 
missed the memo. 


The way through the doors and barricade was the only viable path 
after having already double-backed twice. The ruinous state of the 
city had left very few paths still open, and right now the group was 
at a bottleneck. After spending some more time cutting through the 
door and then painstakingly disassembling the blockade behind it, 
they had continued their trek towards the data-center. 


A part from his out-of-body experience, there was something else 
preoccupying Doran's mind. If the Yuuzhan Vong had truly wanted 
the data, why release all manner of murderous creatures throughout 
the city? Why didn't they retrieve the data beforehand? He 
understood analyzing the different species' fighting abilities angle, 
but there were other ways of doing that. 


Even then, thinking about all this as a B3 Ultra-Battle Droid kind of 
put new emphasis on the word 'surreal. 


"You're telling me," Doran replied to Tracyn. Dinua was a few steps 
ahead of them with Rali Xici on her shoulders again, while Maze 
took point and Nate brought up the rear. 


"You really are an or'dikut, you know that," Tracyn said almost little- 
girl like, scowling at him through the slat of her helmet. This was 
the most she had said to him after that creature-filled building, and 
he could hear in her voice the emotions that were bubbling over. 


"Only returning the favor I owed," Doran said gently. "You saved my 
life on that moon. Cost you an eye and half your face." 


"That's why you're an or‘dikut," Tracyn said mutinously. It might 
have been his new body's audio-receptors, but it almost sounded 
like Tracyn was crying. "We're friends, family. We should never 
have to owe each other anything. I can count on one hand the 
number of friends I have that I truly trust. If I lose any of them 
because I was too stupid and couldn't watch my own back..." 


"I thought that's what a Mando-family was for," Doran reminded 
softly. 


"Shut up," Tracyn said almost petulantly. 


"The droid-body," Dinua spoke up, not looking back. "Having any 
problems?" 


Doran wanted to smile, but apparently his new body translated his 
‘smiling reflex' to bringing the two plasma blasters he had attached 
to his chassis online. He groaned, forcing his whole body to turn 
around so that he could look at Dinua. "None so far. But to use 
Tracyn's phrasing, it feels really, really, really weird not breathing, 
or blinking, or doing all the stuff I usually do. It's really, really, 
really cold in here, and I'm still getting used to this body. Other 
than that, I'm still okay, still me." 


"Good," Dinua said, her emotions still closely guarded. 


"Yeah. As cool as it is to be four meters tall, covered in armor 
plating, with a whole armory's worth of weapons attached to me, I 
kind of liked being my more squishy human self more." The talk 
was continued through the transparasteel passageway, and Doran 
was grateful that the Kaminoans were a tall race; otherwise his 
much larger figure might not have fit through the corridors. 


"The feeling is mutual," Dinua noted. 
"I can't ride on your shoulders when you're a droid," Rali added. 


"And Dinua can't make kissy faces with you. Like she did on the 
ship." 


Doran had to stop where he was as Rali's words processed. "Weren't 
you supposed to be sleeping?" 


Rali giggled. "You weren't feeling good so it woke me up. But when 
I saw Dinua come in I pretended to be asleep. Then she talked to 
you. Then..." As if sharing a secret, but not realizing that her 
helmet's speaker-system amplified her voice, Rali leaned backwards 
on Dinua's shoulders and whispered. "You almost kissed. If you 
become human again maybe you can actually kiss her!" 


Doran heard Tracyn do her best to hide her giggle and Maze gave 
him a thumbs up. 


Nate laughed. "There's motivation for you." 


Doran wondered what it would take to destroy a nearly 
indestructible four-meter tall armored droid. He doubted throwing 
himself out the walkway would even dent himself. Then, Dinua 
surprised him completely and nearly made him topple over with her 
next words. 


"Good point Raxi. If the silly person there becomes human again, I 
just might kiss him." 


"See," Rali's voice was full of rainbows and cute Nexu kittens. "So 
you have to become human again, so I can ride on your shoulders 
and you can kiss Dinua!" 


Doran was really grateful that his droid body was incapable of 
blushing. Not that it helped him feel less embarrassed or anything. 
"Yeah," he managed weakly. "Sure." 


Tracyn lost her own battle and began giggling earnestly. "Oh, stars! 
Baby Hairless Wookie Two needs to hear this!" 


"He doesn't, really," Doran deadpanned. 


The group fell quiet again, their path becoming more and more 
difficult to navigate. The walkways were gradually sloping into a 
downwards incline due to the listing of the city. The listing 
definitely made passing some of the areas of the city harder than 
usual. 


And in their current instance, almost impossible to pass. Maze 
stopped in his tracks and held up a hand. The entire group stopped 
where they were. Strangely enough, they could hear the sound of 


crashing waves even when they were indoors. 


"This is going to complicate things," Nate commented with forced 
levity. 


The others edged forward, and immediately saw what he meant. An 
entire section of the building had collapsed into the ocean below, 
leaving a watery hole where the floor should have been. The 
walkway they were on ended in a sheer drop, a wide gap existing 
between where it ended and where it was supposed to lead. Above, 
rain water leaked through the fragmented roof and cracked walls, 
trickling downwards in a sign that the roof probably wouldn't last 
much longer either. 


"We can try to get to that lower walkway," Dinua shone her light 
onto a passageway below them. Her voice echoed in the cavernous 
room. "Set up a repelling line, then use ascension guns to get back 
up to where we want to be." 


"That might be our best bet," Maze scanned the area. 


A sudden rush of water above was accompanied by the sound of 
tortured metal groaning. Then, an entire segment of the roof fell 
down and hit the dark water below with a resounding splash. Rain 
water immediately began to pour through the new opening in the 
roof, lightning brightening up the area. 


During the flash, Doran caught something out of the corner of his 
eyes—now photoreceptors. "I'll go last, not sure if the walkway can 
hold up under my new weight." 


"Good idea," Maze said. 


As the others began the slow task of repelling off their broken 
walkway and onto the lower one, Doran 'blinked' and switched his 
vision to thermal once more. He scanned the many alcoves and 
shadowy nooks that dotted the building's ruined ceiling. And then 
he spotted his initial target. A human-shaped heat-source crouched 
down, watching their progress. Doran wished he had a better view 
of the human-shaped figure, and then suddenly his vision 
telescoped outwards towards the target, a HUD appearing in his 
sight. Doran took a moment to think about what he was seeing. The 
figure had no blaster or armor. In fact appeared to be almost 
completely unclothed save for a belt and a light pair of pants. It was 
the object attached to the figure's belt that caused Doran's non- 
existent heart to skip a beat. Whatever was watching them had a 


lightsaber. 


Like an insect, the creature crawled along the rafters. Doran tracked 
his movements, drawing his vision back slightly. 


"Doran!" Tracyn's voice shook him from his focus. "Doran!" 


"Yeah!" Doran looked back towards his allies. They were beginning 
to ascend back up to the opposite end of the catwalk. That caused 
him to twitch in alarm. How long had he been focusing on that 
shadowy figure? "Coming!" 


He glanced back upwards one last time, but saw no sign of the 
lightsaber-wielding figure. 


Doran reached for the cable that Maze had tied down to the twisted 
end of the walkway and tried to grip onto it. Unfortunately for 
Doran, his hand—see metal droid claw—was slick from the 
moisture in the room. As was the metal cable. With a startled cry of 
surprise, Doran lost his grip and his large form flailed as it fell the 
few meters to the walkway below. On the bright-side, he had fallen 
face-first and avoided turning his organic body into mush. On the 
not-so-bright-side, his very heavy droid body crashed straight 
through the roof of the lower walkway...and the floor of the lower 
walkway in a deafening bang. 


"Doran!" 


Doran was now dangling precariously above the giant hole that led 
to the ocean below. A single clawed hand was gripping a piece of 
shorn metal girder, keeping him from falling the remaining fifty 
meters into the ocean. Then the walkway he had smashed through 
decided to break too. 


"Oh come on!" Doran yelled to no one in particular. 


The twisting walkway broke off at one end and swung wildly, 
before the other end snapped and came crashing down noisily 
against the side of the large room. The cylindrical walkway then 
proceeded to roll down the room's sloped wall like steamroller, 
right in Doran's direction. 


Doran reflexively tucked his head in, or tried to in any case. His 
motion activated his chassis' back-mounted missile-launcher. The 
two missiles that fired off veered towards the object he was looking 
at, the rolling walkway. The resulting explosion sent the walkway 


pinwheeling off the wall and hurling through the air like a missile 
in its own right. It blew through the adjacent wall, leaving another 
hole in the already mangled room, and disappeared out into the 
stormy ocean. 


"Okay," Doran sighed in relief. His grip began to slip, so he 
tightened his hold. This caused the metal beam he was holding onto 
to crunch like a can in a garbage compactor, and that swung him 
even lower. Doran became more exasperated than anything. "Okay 
body, make up your mind. Are you going to help me stay alive or 
kill me!?" 


"Doran!" Tracyn called out again. 
"Stay up there!" Doran projected. "I'm okay." 
"And the 'squishy' you?" Dinua yelled back. 


Doran reached out with his free hand to grip the makeshift sack 
that held his limp form. Still dangling above the water, he gave his 
organic form a once over with his night-vision active. He did not 
appear to have inflicted any additional damage. "Still squishy, not 
mushy." 


"Great, then get back up here!" 


"Easier said than done," Doran mumbled under his breath. He 
placed his sack back onto his back and looked for a more stable 
handhold. Not helping was his handhold dipping him even further 
and further towards the ocean. 


Just when he was about to do something wholly drastic—and 
probably equal parts stupid—he found himself floating unsteadily 
into the air. 


It took him a minute to realize what was happening, and when he 
did, he mentally grumbled. Great, now he was going to have to owe 
Nate two at the very least. His floating trek through the darkened 
room was slow, his body taking stomach-to-throat-inducing plunges 
a couple of times as Nate's concentration waned. Finally, though, he 
was floated back to the opposite end of their initial catwalk and 
deposited to its surface. 


"Watch your step, mate," Nate laughed, sounding completely 
exhausted. "You're twice as tall and three times as heavy as you 
were before." 


"You don't say," Doran grumbled in embarrassment. "Thanks." 
"Yeah." 
"You okay?" Tracyn said worriedly. 


Doran was about to answer, but realized the smaller Mandalorian 
was addressing Nate. 


"Not really," Nate tried to stand, then promptly toppled over. 
Tracyn was the first to catch him, but she nearly went down with 
his weight. Maze and Dinua quickly moved in to help her with the 
burden. "Sorry about that. Most I've used the Force in a very long 
time. Out of practice." 


"Maze," Dinua spoke up, her light still focused on the disc-like 
platforms that surrounded the pillars in the room. There appeared 
to be circular slots in each of the platforms, most empty or holding 
shattered containers of some sort. "What was this room used for?" 


Maze looked in the direction of her light. "Looks like it was used to 
grow Clones. Those things you're shining your light on are cloning 
chambers. Each of those discs could hold a dozen or more clones 
depending on the configuration." 


Doran was reminded of the heat signature he had seen. "Any chance 
any of those clones are still around?" 


"Nah," Maze chuckled. "Clones need the right environment to 
develop. Look around you, this ain't it. Whatever the Rebel Alliance 
did to this place left it a wreck, and it's been over twenty years 
since then." 


"If you say so," Doran said dubiously. 


"Doran?" Dinua was facing him, her helmeted gaze boring into his 
photoreceptors. 


"It might have been nothing, but I definitely picked up something 
on my thermal vision before falling and everything." 


"More likely a Vong creature then," Maze said warily. Everyone 
knew, however, that it was extremely unlikely that the Yuuzhan 
Vong creatures had gotten past the sealed door and debris-wall they 
had spent close to an hour getting through. "Everyone keep an eye 
out and let's double-time it through this building." 


FtF II FtF 


Ruinous. Mildewed. Beyond creepy. When only the last description 
out of the three fit the hallways and rooms they were now walking 
through, beyond creepy developed a new level of creepiness. They 
had expected hanging light-fixtures, water-damaged walls and 
ceilings. More rain pouring through cracks in a destroyed building. 
Instead, what they got was... 


"How is this place so clean?" Nate marveled. His torch swept the 
passage before them and revealed nothing out of place. No 
blackened wall-panels. No furniture out of place. In fact, it looked 
as if the entire area had just been powered down the previous day 
and was waiting for the next shift to take over. The floor, ceiling, 
walls, light-fixtures, they were all in pristine condition. In a way, it 
was a lot scarier than the run-down wreck they had spent nearly the 
entire day navigating. 


"Keep your eyes peeled," Maze said seriously, bringing the butt of 
his rifle into his shoulder. "If Doran saw something, then he saw 
something. The Kaminoans grew all sorts of weird things in this 
building. Add to the freaky things that the Vong have unleashed 
and we can't keep our guard down." 


The others readied their weapons as well, with Rali moving over to 
grip one of Doran's legs and trembling from the disquiet. He 
glanced down at her and an idea came to mind. He might not be 
able to feel the Force, but even without it he could tell that the six 
year old girl was probably the most terrified out of all of them. 


"Hey, Raxi," Doran said, doing his best to reassure her despite his 
synthesized voice hardly being the most comforting. 


"Doran?" Her helmeted head looked up to him. 
"Wanna be my operator?" Doran asked. 
"Operator?" 


"Uh huh. I'm a droid right? You can control me," Doran carefully 
used his hands so that one of Rali's small feet stood atop one of his 
own metal, boot-shaped feet. He shook his other foot and Rali 
quickly picked up on what he wanted and placed her opposite foot 
onto his. He then gently took one of her hands in each of his so that 
it looked as if he were one giant, metal exo-skeleton supporting her 
small figure. "Now, using my hands, you can guide me through this 


place." 

The tiny Zeltron experimentally tugged on one hand, and Doran let 
her pull his body forward. She lifted one leg, and he lifted his leg 
with it. Rali's cute giggle sounded from her helmet as she performed 
an experimental dance, using Doran's droid body as an extension of 
her tiny limbs. 


"I guess you want the job?" Doran asked lightly as Rali continued to 
use him as her own personal mech-suit. 


"Uh huh," Rali said brightly, beaming up at him, the creepiness of 
the building forgotten. 


"Where to next, Operator Rali?" 
"Forward!" Rali announced, pointing with one of their joint hands. 


"Roger, roger!" Doran played along, walking in time with her tiny 
steps. 


The duo ventured bravely into the darkness, both ignoring the 
bemused stares the rest of the group was giving them. 


"Danger, danger. Rali Xici, my sensors indicate an intruder is 
present," Doran said in his best droid voice. 


"Fire weapons!" Rali pushed both hands out, and Doran made his 
wrist-mounted weapons appear. 


"Firing," Doran said, then mimicked the sounds of his wrist-laser 
and flame-thrower as he pretended to fire on an unseen target in 
the darkened hallway. "Hostile life-form eliminated." 

"Yay, robot!" Rali said with a giggle. "Forward again!" 

As the two continued to treat the frightening-probably-containing- 
something-deadly darkened hallways as their own playground, the 
rest of the group continued to gape in disbelief. 

"Right turn! No, the other right!" 

"That's left, Operator Rali." 


"Go left!" 


"Is that kid crazy?" Maze gazed in disbelief. "He's going to get 
himself and the girl killed." 


"No kidding," Nate was shaking his head, unable to comprehend 
what he was seeing. "Or at the very least let whoever is creeping 
around here know where we are." 


Tracyn and Dinua were watching as well, and despite the obviously 
poor tactical choice Doran was making, both couldn't help but smile 
warmly behind the safety of their helmets. Tracyn openly chuckled 
in amusement, while Dinua just shook her head with resigned 
enjoyment. 


"Come on, Jeban," Tracyn picked up her pace. "Let's keep him from 
getting all of us killed." 


"Only the Dikut would do something so...him," Dinua sighed aloud, 
not fooling Tracyn at all. 


The two Mando girls quickly caught up with Doran and Rali. 


"Operator Rali Xici," Dinua said in an official voice. "Your 
Mandalorian reinforcements have arrived. Your orders?" 


Rali's big eyes glimmered with enjoyment from behind the eye-slat 
of her helmet. But then realized that they were still waiting for 
orders. She tilted her head back so she could look at Doran. "What 
should I tell them to do?" 


"You could have them sing you a song..." Doran heard Dinua's 
metal-covered hand impact the side of his chassis and secretly hope 
she hadn't dented his new body. "Or have them fall into formation." 


Rali nodded wisely. "Okay Mandalorians, fall into formation!" 


"Yes, ma'am," Dinua saluted. She saw both Doran and Tracyn looked 
at her completely askance and felt her cheeks warm. "We have a job 
to do, let's ensure the OJA remains unharmed for the duration of 
this mission." 


"OJA?" Tracyn asked, very much trying to hide another bout of 
laughter. 


"Orijaonyc ad," Dinua said. Then for Rali's benefit. "Very important 
kid." 


"Robot Doran, forward!" Rali directed, clearly having the time of 
her life. "Mandalorian reinforcements, forward!" 


"Roger, roger!" Doran intoned once more, seemingly equally 
enjoying his droid body. 


Despite his role as Rali's 'robot,' Doran kept his multi-spectrum 
vision scanning everywhere they passed. As they walked through a 
room full of circular wall-paneling, Doran's thermal vision warned 
him that something was off. He paused in the middle of the room. 


"Robot?" Rali looked up at him. 


"Scanning the room for hostiles, Operator Rali," Doran said with a 
forced cheer the other two girls picked up on. Maze and Nate had 
trailed several steps behind and saw the change in Tracyn and 
Dinua's posture. "Maze, what was this room used for?" 


"Bunk-room," Maze said immediately. "Several similar rooms over 
on Tipoca City. Each of those panels is actually a sleeping-pod. The 
cadets would be assigned to one until they outgrow it and are 
issued military-style bunks. Why?" 


"Unless my thermal sensors are off, half of those pods are full of 
something living," Doran said in a hushed voice. 


"What...? Impossible," Maze rasped. 


"Someone had to have barricaded the doors to this part of the city," 
Nate murmured, looking up at the row after row of sleeping pods. 


"No, it's impossible. Those pods need power to keep the people 
inside alive, or they will suffocate to death. This building has no 
power. The entire city was dead." 


Almost as if to prove him wrong, the pods let out an eerie hiss. 

"I vote we get closer to the other end of the room," Nate whispered, 
pointing with his blaster towards the far door. "You know, for 
running purposes." 

"Seconded," Doran agreed for the rest of the group. They edged 
slowly towards the door, their weapons aiming upwards at the 
equally slowly-opening pods. 


How the pods were opening was a mystery, as the entire room 


remained pitch black save for the lights from their torches. Their 
lights illuminated the nearest pod. A single limb came into view, 
almost insectoid in appearance. Then another. Then a head that was 
too long to be human, yet had human characteristics peeked over 
the side. 


"Those Shabla Shebse!" Maze's voice was hoarse but full of anger. 
"They...they spliced Geonosian DNA with human!" 


The creature seemed to recoil at the combined light of their torches, 
a set of wings fluttering and taking it out of the pod and into the 
air. It wasn't the only one. Dozens of human-sized, part-bug/part- 
human creatures with four insect arms and two human legs, 
fluttered out of their pods. The two sides stared at each other for 
several long, passing seconds. 


The almost olive-colored human skin that covered the creatures’ 
bodies were very similar in shade to Jintar, Maze, Nate, and those 
with Clone Trooper DNA. Their wings, appendages, even mouth, 
were more similar to a bug. Their eyes appeared to be from a third 
species, glowing catlike and red in the darkness. 


"Why are they just hovering there?" Whispered Tracyn, seemingly 
not sure whether to aim her blaster at them or not. 


"They're talking," Doran said softly. He realized that his body's 
superior hearing range was letting him pick up the frequency at 
which the creatures were communicating at. "They're debating 
whether we're another test." 


"What?!" More than one voice exclaimed. 
"You can...hear them?" Dinua asked in a low voice. 


"Yeah, audioreceptors of this B-Three are great," Doran replied 
dryly. "They're still talking Basic, but at a frequency humans can't 
hear. Apparently my presence, and the armors Maze and Nate are 
wearing, has confused them." 


The flying human-insect creatures fluttered around for another few 
long seconds, before one fluttered to a compartment near the top of 
the room. The lights followed it as it pulled the compartment out 
and reached for something inside. 


"I think we should leave while we can," Nate said nervously. But 
when he glanced at Maze, he realized that the old ARC was still 


standing in the middle of the room. "Uncle, we need to go." 


Doran's audio-receptors picked up a litany of curses and mumbling 
emanating from the Advanced Recon Commando, much of which 
didn't make sense. It was as if the sight of the half-Geonosians had 
snapped something in the elderly man's mind. When Nate moved to 
pull Maze along, one of the creatures hovering in the air reacted 
negatively. 


Nate let out a yell as a deadly-looking barb punched through one of 
his legs and dropped him to his knees. Another barb fired from the 
insectoid-like backside of the hovering creatures thunked loudly off 
of Doran's heavily armored torso. 


"Not good," Doran swore, backing up with Rali still on his feet. 


Dinua and Tracyn quickly moved to the front of the formation and 
began laying down suppressive fire. 


The creature atop the room began throwing things out to the others. 


"Oh heck," Doran's night-vision realized what they were. "Guys, we 
have to get out of here!" 


"Backwards!" Rali said with a note of determination, taking steps 
back while still using Doran as her 'mech'. 


"Good idea," Dinua said, her head snapping up at a sudden 
movement. "Down!" 


Doran saw Dinua throw herself in front of them as an anti-tank 
rocket was fired from the cluster of half-human creatures. The 
missile actually skipped off the ground and exploded overhead like 
an air-burst round, peppering the entire group with shrapnel. 


"Rali!" 


"No damage!" Rali called out bravely, clinging tightly to Doran's 
hands. 


The other part-Geonosian clones had armed themselves with 
blaster-rifles and were sending blistering fire towards the intruders. 


"Uncle Maze, come on!" Nate yelled, limping and trying to pull a 
stunned Maze with him. 


"Behind us!" Tracyn yelled, whirling around with blaster-pistols 
blazing. 


Doran, not able to worry about Dinua at the moment, turned and 
saw a large group of figures running towards them. The hallway out 
of the room branched off into different directions, and each hallway 
was filled with the charging creatures. Their four arms were very 
noticeable as each limb held a blaster-pistol or rifle. They also had 
the same insect/human head as the smaller creatures in the room 
behind them. 


"Found the adults!" Doran shouted. "Rali we need weapons now, 
hang on to the backs of my legs. Armor mode active!" 


"Armor mode, active," Rali repeated, hurrying behind Doran and 
peeking out between his legs. "Can we change games soon?" 


"Soon, promise." 


Doran held up both his hands and promptly forced the charging 
half-human clones into cover. His wrist-laser repeated strafed the 
hallway, while a wrist-rocket zoomed out and neutralized several 
threats at once. He nodded, and a shoulder-mounted rocket flew out 
and created an explosion that was twice as devastating. In the 
smoky aftermath, however, his nightvision could see another larger 
group of the creatures swarming in. 


"How are we doing on the little kids' side?" Doran called out. 


Tracyn looked over her shoulder. "Dinua and Nate are keeping them 
back for now. Jeban's armor's had it though." 


A laser flashed from the crowd of adult half-humans and forced 
Tracyn to duck again. More lasers flashed, some of them burning 
into Doran's ablative plating as he stood in the middle of the 
hallway. He retaliated with his chassis-mounted plasma blasters. 


"Worst part is, I'm running low on ammo. Didn't expect to fire off so 
many rounds on a simple search and retrieve mission." 


Another shoulder-rocket sent the half-human clones scattering, but 
at the same time, they were slowly pressing towards Doran and the 
others. One fired off a heavy-duty slug round that hit the joint and 
completely ripped away one of Doran's arms. Another few shots 
blew away one of his plasma blasters. 


"I'm running out of weapons too," Doran shouted over the din. 


The only bright-side was that the room with Maze, Nate, and Dinua 
seemed to have gone quiet. 


Then, the entire ceiling where the adult hybrids were coming from 
completely collapsed via heavy explosives. The deafening roar 
shook the building, the plume of flame momentarily lighting up the 
battle-zone and knocking people off their feet. And then the last 
thing Doran expected happened. A team of three Mandalorians in 
gleaming red armor jetpacked through the hole they had made, 
their own weapons—heavy repeaters—completely leveling the 
swarming horde within seconds. More silence fell as the last of the 
bug-hybrids hit the ground. 


"Holy..." Tracyn breathed out. She shook herself when the 
Mandalorians raised their weapons at her and Doran. "Mando'ade, 
mhi cuy tomade!" 


"Allies?" One said skeptically, weapon still aimed, but finger resting 
outside the trigger-guard. "We'll see." 


They approached with weapons raised, one of the trio turning 
around to watch their flank with dual D-17 blasters. Doran took the 
moment to glance behind him and saw that Dinua and Nate had 
fully dispatched the last of the 'cadet' half-human clones. Dinua, 
however, definitely looked worse for wear. The rocket had more or 
less made a mess of her chest-piece, and she was peeling away the 
destroyed armor part and groaning in pain at the same time. When 
Tracyn had called out in Mando'a, however, Maze's head had 
snapped up in alarm. 


The aging ARC had taken his helmet off when the firing had 
stopped to examine the hybrids with his own eyes, so when he 
looked up at the new Mandalorians everyone could see a gamut of 
emotions flash across his face. 

"Cuy'val Dar," Maze spoke almost reverently, slowly standing. 


The front two Mandalorians flashed their light on his moving form, 
and they too seemed shocked. 


"One of Skirata's?" The male duo asked to the female next to him. 


"Has to be. He's not one of mine. I did get word that Kal was 
sending a team out here," the female acknowledged with a nod. 


"Solider, your designation." 


"Captain A-26, Maze. Ma'am," Maze said with a military discipline 
that caught everyone else off guard. Gone was the slightly absent- 
minded uncle. Standing straight and at attention was an ARC from 
three decades earlier. 


"Great, another ARC," the Mandalorian female bringing up the rear 
groan. "One of Tay'haai's people then." 


"He seems sane enough," the male Mandalorian said mildly. 
"They all do, until they flip a switch," the shorter female retorted. 


"Control chip removed, ma'am," Maze said, turning around and 
showing them the scarring on his neck. 


"Well that's something at least," the first female Mandalorian said 
coolly. She made a gesture, and her people lowered their weapons. 
"Su'cuy gar. Ne cuy Rav Braylor. With me are Vhonte Tervho and 
Cort Davin." 


"Errr...can I ask what you Blamo-Mando-Commandos are doing 
here?" Doran voiced, hearing Dinua groan in the background and 


mutter 'please shoot him'. 
"Rather self-aware for a B3," Rav said in surprise. 


"Jedi spirit crammed inside. His real body is on his back and we'll 
heal it up after we're done here," Nate straightened from tending 
Dinua. Despite his leg wound, he seemed to have no trouble putting 
weight on the bandaged limb. "You know how it is." 


"I wish we didn't," Cort, the male of the trio, deadpanned. 


"You didn't answer my question. What are a bunch of Blamo- 
Mando-Commandos doing in a place like this?" Doran repeated. It 
was then he realized that Tracyn was not-so-subtly nudging him 
with her elbow. "Tracyn?" 


"They're our, as in Mando'ade, equivalent of your Yoda, Obi-wan, 
and all your famous Jedi Masters. Except even better because 
they're still alive," Tracyn gritted out. "You do not call them Blamo- 
Mando-Commandos. Just like I wouldn't call Yoda 'wrinkly-green- 


frog-face'. 


"Oh," Doran processed that sheepishly. He glanced to the trio of 
Manalorians, then back at Tracyn. "Aren't they very old then? I 
mean, the Clone Wars was over forty years ago so they're like what, 
seventy, eighty years old?" 


"Please, please shoot him, Tracyn," Dinua groaned in anguish, using 
Nate to rise to a standing position. "Doran, they're the vode of Kal 
Skirata. The guy with Jedi healers and some of the best lab 
equipment on Manda'yaim. Now shut up and apologize to the three 
of them." 


"Dinua Jeban," Rav chuckled, resting her blaster-rifle against her 
shoulder. "Mereel told me you found someone capable of piercing 
that durasteel you use to protect your heart. Didn't think it was a 
droid though." 


"Temporary set-back, ba'vodu," Dinua sighed, lightly kicking Doran's 
leg and creating a thonking noise. "Ordinarily, he's a lot better 
looking. Still shoots himself in the foot every time he opens his 
mouth though, so that hasn't changed." 


Doran recognized that his mouth had once again said the first 
things that had come to his mind, and he grimaced. Almost chagrin, 
he turned his attention to the new Mandalorians. "Really, really 
sorry! Please don't blast me." 


"It'd be a waste of ammo," Rav said dryly. "As for why we're here? 
We're doing what Mandalorians do best, hunting someone." 


"In this place?" Maze blinked. 


"Maze, was it?" Rav said coolly. "Do the names Llats Ward or B'arin 
Apma mean anything to you?" 


"Not that I can think of." 


"B'arin Apma was one of the Cuy'val Dar who trained my 
grandfather," Nate spoke up. 


"Grandfather? Not your armor then?" Cort said in polite curiosity. 
"My grandfather was A-98, Jangotat," Nate said proudly. 


"I know of him," Rav said approvingly. "He was an exceptional ARC. 
I was unaware he had time to father any children." 


"Atrivis," Nate supplied. "My grandmother said that he sacrificed 
himself for millions, but that they were close before his final 
mission." 


"And you are following in his footsteps, jate," Rav nodded. 


"What about B'arin?" Nate asked. "If you're hunting him, then...he's 
here?" 


"Him and Llats, and Alpha," Rav confirmed. 
Maze exhaled sharply. "A-17 died in the war." 


"MIA," Cort corrected, shaking his head. "Turns out that he spent 
time in a Separatist geneticist lab and has gone off reservation. Near 
as we can tell, when the war ended, he returned here and started 
using the failed templates to build himself an army of his own." 


"These creatures?" Maze kicked the body of one of the adult 
hybrids. "Don't tell me..." 


"Apparently he never actually left the city after Vader's project was 
discovered," Rav said grimly. "When Alpha started recalling the 
Cuy'val Dar, no one but B'arin and Lllats answered the call. Don't 
know what Alpha promised them, but they've stayed on. Eventually 
the word got to Mand'alor himself. Before he could do anything, the 
Vongese sent in a mercenary group, probably for salvage. That group 
was wiped out. The Vongese filled the place with their pets to try to 
flush out the threat, but it was a no-go. We came over with the rest 
of the mercs in order to carry out the orders Mand'alor has given 
us." 


"It's also why we 'old' ones are here," Cort said in mild amusement. 
"B'arin and Lllats were of the Cuy'val Dar. You could say this is an 
internal family matter. Wouldn't feel right to leave this to the 
younger hunters. Not their screw-up, not their problem. Given that 
apart from Kal and Doc Gilamaar, we're the last of the Cuy'val Dar 
alive, the job falls to us." 


"Wad'e Tayhaai is dead?" Dinua said in surprise. "He visited the 
Kyrimorut last year and seemed healthy as ever." 


"Tayhaai went on his march beginning of this year," Cort confirmed 
evenly. "It was on some mission Mand'‘alor gave him. Don't know the 
specifics." 


"Commander!" Vhonte called out, drawing her weapons. Cort left 
the conversation and hoisted an assault rifle, dropping to one knee 
behind a fallen pillar. "Multiple contacts! Looks like the howler 
variation!" 


"Lovely," Rav remarked. "I know that you lot are here to retrieve 
data to save a friend of yours, but at the moment, you'll all be dead 
if you continue on by yourselves." 


"You're letting them come with us?" Vhonte said in disbelief as she 
began firing her dual blasters. 


"Kal vouched for them," Rav voiced. "And we could use a few extra 
guns and a giant walking target." The last comment being directed 
at Doran. 


"Great, extra guns, start shooting," Vhonte gestured towards the 
three other hallways that branched out from their own. Creatures 
charring on four legs were barreling through the hallways, 
seemingly undisturbed by the lethal energy and metal rounds being 
thrown at them. 


"We're running low on ammo, ma'am," Maze said. "We didn't expect 
this many hostiles." 


Doran spoke up. "Which pathway do we need to go through?" 


Rav glanced at a small holomap, then gestured to the middle of the 
hallways. "That one." 


Doran nodded, and the last of his shoulder-launched missiles flew 
out into the other paths, slamming into the ceiling. The explosion 
completely snapped off some walkways, and collapsed the others in 
on themselves. 


"More than just a walking target," Doran quipped. 


Cort and Vhonte were able to focus their fire down the singular 
hallway, clearing it in short order. 


Rav gave Maze's group a once-over, then seemed to decide 
something. "There's an armory that was used for the Null's live-fire 
exercises nearby. You can rearm there." 


Again she addressed the last sentence towards Doran. Doran blinked 
slowly, but then heard something tapping his side. Looking down he 


saw that Rali was holding his shot-off limb and trying to reattach it 
to his shoulder joint. The fact that the limb was taller than her only 
made the scene comically touching. 


"Thanks," Doran said, taking the severed arm from her. 
"Does it hurt?" Rali asked worriedly. 
"Nope." 


"He's too stupid to hurt at the moment," Dinua grumbled, shoving 
his damaged torso to no effect. "Can't believe you called the Cuy'val 
Dar Blamo-Mando-Commandos!" 


"You doing okay, Dinua?" Doran asked, seeing a bacta wrap around 
her torso. 


"Nate helped me with the bandaging. I'll be fine," Dinua replied 
shortly. "You look worse than me, and you're a dumb droid." 


"The whole point of putting you in that body is so that we'd have 
some place for your spirit to be nice and safe until we can fix up 
your original one," Nate chuckled in disbelief. "Hopefully the 
armory has some sort of tool-bench I can use to fix you up." 


"I'm okay," Doran protested. As he did, his one remaining side- 
mounted plasma blaster chose that moment to fall off. "Really." A 
blaster-burned armor piece fell away as well. "Okay, fine." Doran 
sighed in resignation, holding his damaged arm. "Lead the way. 
Jintar is going to so owe me for this." 


FtF III FtF 


The situation was a lot worse than the Cuy'val Dar survivors 
originally mentioned. The ARC known as Alpha, as well as the two 
renegade Cuy'val Dar Mandalorians, had had twenty-plus years to 
raise their mutated army. The only positive was that the trio had 
been working in a city that was more or less nonfunctional. Rav 
Bralor put the number of enemy soldiers anywhere between two to 
five thousand. When asked how she, Vhonte, and Cort were 
planning to take on an entire army by themselves, Rav held up a 
detonator. After neutralizing Alpha and the two renegades, Rav's 
group was going to completely blow what was left of Timira city, 
sinking the entire thing. 


"No wonder the Vongese needed an army of mercs," Tracyn exhaled 


slowly, her face illuminated by the map of the city provided by Rav. 
She pushed a strand of hair out of her face as she studied the image, 
her helmet resting on an ammo-crate next to her. Secure in the very 
spacious armory, the two teams had decided to use the moment to 
rest and recuperate before the final push. "And an army of beasts. 
Five thousand cloned soldiers is a heck of a lot of manpower." 


"I also got the feeling this mission wasn't exactly one of their official 
ones," Doran voiced, doing his best not to communicate how 
annoyed he was that Nate was wielding his arm back on. "At the 
start, the younger Yuuzhan Vong seemed nervous at even being 
here." 


"Which is why they hired mercs instead of bringing in a Vong 
taskforce. Makes sense," Nate agreed. 


"Doesn't this situation keep getting better," Tracyn said sarcastically. 


"Could be worse," Dinua shrugged. "We could be walking into that 
army without the Cuy'val Dar." 


"I have a question about that," Doran said. "I know Tracyn said that 
they were like the Jedi's Yoda and Obi-Wan. But what exactly is the 
Cuy'val Dar? Doesn't that just mean 'The Nobodies' in Mando'a?" 
"Those who don't exist,"" Tracyn corrected with gritted teeth. "The 
ultimate in plausible deniability." 


Dinua, absently rubbing a sleeping Rali's back, added her own 
definition in a hushed voice. "Basically, Mandalorians who 
temporary abandon the homeworld to train a group of outsiders in 
our ways." 


"Often for a great deal of credits," Tracyn said. 


"Errr...correct me if I'm wrong, but don't you normally hate 
Mandalorians who do things for credits?" Doran asked the blonde 
Death Watch leader. 


"Most of the time, yes," Tracyn said, glancing over to where the 
three adult Mandalorians were using the downtime to catch some 
shut-eye. "But the group that traveled with Jango Fett is a legend. 
They trained an entire army several times over. Instilled in that 
army the same culture that runs in the blood of every Mandalorian. 
And then they all somehow survived the mess between the Jedi and 
dar'jetti and managed to return home with their paychecks. Like I 


said, you Jedi have Yoda and Obi-Wan as legends to look to. The 
kind of Jedi you want to grow up to be. The Mandalorians have the 
Cuy'val Dar as our heroes. The fact that our heroes survived what 
killed off all your Jedi heroes only makes them more badass." 


"T'll give you that," Doran said drolly. He read her face and would 
have raised an eyebrow if he had one. "You're starstruck." 


"Am not," Tracyn immediately whirled back towards him, her face 
flushing. 


"You are," Nate agreed with a grin. 


"Any Mandalorian would be a little starstruck," Tracyn said 
defensively. 


"Dinua isn't," Doran pointed to where Dinua seemed more focused 
on combing Rali's hair than the ‘heroes' sitting meters away from 
her. 


"That's because she's messed up in the head," Tracyn pouted. 


"Says the Kyr'tsadika," Dinua replied in a dry tone, not even looking 
up. 


"Why aren't you starstruck?" Nate asked. 


Dinua blinked at Doran and Nate. "My clan is allied with Clan 
Skirata. When one of the leaders of the Cuy'val Dar read you bed- 
time stories, one is like an aunt to you, another performs your 
annual physicals, and a fourth gives you birthday presents every 
year, they stop being godlike and become mortal." 


"I guess that would do it," Nate remarked, standing and stretching. 
"How's the leg?" Doran asked. 


"The leg? Oh, the leg," Nate smiled wanly. "Painkillers and the Force 
are an awesome combination. I'm sure the docs back on the 
Chu'unthor will give me a proper chewing out when I get back. 
Lucky for me, or not, that stinger just hit muscle and nothing else. 
Going to have a limp for a while though." 


"And how's your uncle?" Tracyn said in a softer voice, gesturing 
towards Maze. The veteran ARC was leaning against a wall, his 
focus completely on the Cuy'val Dar as he stood guard. 


"T've...never seen him like this," Nate said soberly. "I mean, 
everyone on the Chu'unthor knew he was slowly...going mad I guess 
is the best way to put it. They used to tell me stories about what he 
was like back in the old days. How he nearly shot a Jedi because of 
Order 66 and how it screwed up his orderly view of the galaxy. I 
guess if grandpa had made it out, he'd be the same too. The ARCs, 
they were lab-grown for the sole purpose of fighting and dying for 
the Republic. And then it turns out they're actually loyal to the 
entity that wants to end the Republic and that they've been fighting 
against the Republic all this time? That'd mess up anyone. Dad told 
me that Maze spent several years trying to find meaning to his life 
again. When the Skiratas came out with that cure for the 
accelerated growth, to hear my dad say it, Maze took that as a sign 
to do something more constructive than drink and mope. He threw 
himself into learning about the science that went into his DNA, 
received copies of the research from the Kyrimorut, and tried to 
augment that with his own studies. But I always thought that he left 
the soldier part of his life behind." 


"He can't," the voice of Vhonte Tervho said from behind Doran and 
Nate. Both teens jerked in surprise, having not felt the 
Mandalorian's approach at all. The red-armored woman took a seat 
on a crate next to Doran and reclined casually, feet resting on a tool 
bench. "He can't just leave the soldiering behind. It was what he 
was bred for, what's hard-coded in his DNA. I'm surprise he hasn't 
lost it already, keeping all that bottled up." 


"Jintar's father and the others at the Kyrimorut seem okay," Doran 
said. 


"We are talking about the same Nulls, right?" Vhonte said 
skeptically. "The entire group was labeled as 'deviant' by the 
Kaminoans right from the start. The way Rav tells it, N-7 isa 
hopeless womanizer who'll never settle down because his loyalty is 
to Kal and only him. N-11 is a cold-hearted, anti-social bastard who 
has given up on everyone not in his clan. N-10 is a sociopath. N-5, 
N-6 and N-12 have a kid or so, even married. But the women N-5 
and N-12 are married to knew what they were getting into, met 
them during the war and stayed with them because of it." 


"What about Fi, and Darman, and Niner?" 
"They aren't Nulls. They're Omega squad, run of the mill commando 


batch," Vhonte drawled. "And Fi is married to Rav's niece, so watch 
what you say about him." 


"Huh?" 


"Parja is her niece," Dinua supplied idly, like rubbing shoulders with 
the best of Mandalore was an every-day thing for her. "So 
technically she's Jintar's aunt, but since my mom left me with the 
Skiratas a lot..." 


"She's your aunt too. Right now I am so jealous," Tracyn muttered. 


"In any case," Vhonte continued. "There's nothing wrong with A-26 
that a good run-and-gun fight to the death can't solve." 


"You sure?" Nate said skeptically. "Because he seemed pretty certain 
that it was his genetics degrading his mind." 


"Emphasis on ‘fight to the death," Vhonte sighed as if she was 
talking to grade-schoolers. "He needs to go out with a bang, while 
he still has all his faculties. Not waste away and become little more 
than a joke, a sad remnant of the proud soldier he once was. Clones 
weren't meant to live past their shelf-life. Especially Alphas. The 
Kaminoans used what they learned from the Null program and 
corrected their oversights. Just because the Skiratas discovered a 
cure for stopping the accelerated growth doesn't mean they should 
have used it." 


"How can you say that?" Dinua asked, head snapping up at the 
comment. 


"Pretty much every single Alpha ARC, every single Clone Trooper 
that made it out of the war and took that 'cure' had piss-poor lives 
after the fact. They were bred for war: enhanced aggression, 
obedience to authority, lack of independence. The Cuy'val Dar 
trained them for war, trained them to become living killing 
machines that shot first and asked questions later. No one taught 
them how to function outside of the rules and regulations of the 
army. No one showed them how to get jobs, grow crops, raise a 
family. There was no way they'd be successful in society. Not even 
Mandalorian society." 


"I take it she's the aunt that's never invited to family gatherings?" 
Doran asked Dinua before he could help himself. 


"You had to be desperate, crazy, or have your own personal reasons 
to become a part of the Cuy'val Dar," Dinua said flatly. "Kal Skirata 
kept the first two away." 


Vhonte chuckled at her comment. "Yes, yes, I was young and I 
needed the money. Don't hold that against me. Mand'‘alore brought 
me on because I was jatnese be te jatnese. Best of the best. But being 
the best doesn't pay debts, and I always pay mine off. Just because I 
took the job didn't mean I enjoyed any of it. You'll find that many of 
the Cuy'val Dar didn't find the job to be as 'honorable' as the rest of 
Mandalorian society sees it. We were training test-tube babies to 
kill for a corrupt government, secretly being manipulated by a 
corrupt leader, in a pointless war. But the money was more than 
good, so we did what we were told. It was people like Skirata and 
Fett who actually enjoyed the job. Although, more than a few did 
enjoy it for the more perverse reason of being cruel-hearted 
bastards who could do what they want to the Clones without 
anyone caring." 


"Do the Mandalorians do this sort of thing often?" Doran asked, 
curious. 


"Train outsiders? No," Vhonte shook her head. "The last thing we 
want is a bunch of outsiders running around thinking they're 
Mandalorian and us having to put them down to save-face. Funny 
you should ask though, from what Beviin tells me, one of your Jedi 
actually requested the current Mand'alor set up another Cuy'val Dar 
to train anti-Vongese militias." 

"Huh?" 

"A Jedi...what was his name...?" 

"Kubariet," Dinua said in a whisper. 

"Yeah that's it, how did you..." 


"My mother was on the mission where Beviin encountered him," 
Dinua answered softly. 


"The one where she died?" Doran asked tenderly. 

"Yes." 

"Oh," Vhonte trailed off. "May her last march be a long one." 
"Thank you." 


"Not sure if I regret asking Kal and his group of healers to do their 
thing," Vhonte said ruefully. "The Mando‘ade I outlive seem to be 


dying younger and younger." 
"What thing?" Doran was almost afraid to ask. 


Vhonte removed her helmet. Rather than a wrinkled old face of a 
woman in the twilight of her years, she didn't look a year past fifty. 
"After stopping the accelerated aging, they tinkered with various 
genetic projects, combining them with the Force. Kal never went for 
it, but the surviving Cuy'val Dar were all offered several treatment 
sessions if we wanted that would make us the healthiest we've ever 
been. The only price was that it'd shorten our life-spans so we 
would have at most one or two decades of life left. Many of the 
Cuy'val Dar though were starting to feel our age and signed up. You 
almost never see an old Mandalorian for the simple reason that 
we're very good at getting ourselves offed in combat. What Cuy'val 
Dar was left wanted to at least be in fighting shape for one last 
hurrah." 


"Is that why you're here, then? 'One last hurrah'?" Doran questioned. 


"Still haven't found anyone who could outdraw me yet," Vhonte 
remarked with a tired smirk. 


"When we make it out of this, what are you going to do next?" 
Tracyn asked. 


"Well, I probably have about five years left, so I'll go wherever 
Mand alor sends me. He's just like his dad in many ways, always 
knows how to use us best. I might be a piss-poor person, but I'm 
still a Mando'ade and I'll follow his lead." 

FtF IV FtF 


"I'm doing my best not to laugh, you know that, right?" Nate 
managed, failing to hide a snigger. 


"Is it really that bad?" 
"It's cute," Tracyn supplied, walking along side him. 


"He's a B3 Ultra-Battle droid. They're not supposed to be cute," 
Maze's own mirth coming through his helmet's speakers. 


"Dinua?" 


"Rali is an excellent artist and made vast improvements over the 


initial design," Dinua said, her voice betraying nothing. 


"It didn't have any paint scheme, anything would have been an 
improvement," Doran pointed out. 


"Let's just say you're the first B3 Ultra with flowers and baby 
animals painted on it," Tracyn grinned behind her own helmet. "You 
did a great job, Operator Rali." 


The little Zeltron girl, once again walking with Doran as her 
personal mech, practically glowed. "It was fun." 


"Thank the nice whamo...lady for the paints," Doran prompted, the 
slight thunk of Tracyn's fist against his side reminding him to 
choose his words carefully. 

Rali looked to the formidable Cuy'val Dar Mandalorian, Rav Bralor, 
on the opposite side of them. Rav had given Rali the small spray 
cans of paint during their down time, telling the little girl that she 
normally used the neon-colored blues, greens, and pinks to mark 
targets. "Thank you for the paints, Ms. Whamo-Lady." 

"You're welcome," Rav replied with a happy chuckle. 


"Jeban and I are so blasting you when you get back into your 
squishy form," Tracyn groaned. 


"After he kisses Dinua though," Rali insisted. 
"Yeah, after," Tracyn agreed. 
"Nate...help..." Doran deadpanned. 


"I learned my lesson the last time I got together with Mando girls, 
you're on your own," Nate held up his hands. 


"When was the last time?" Tracyn asked curiously. 


"Couple years back at the Kyrimorut. I think Dinua was with her 
mom on a mission of sorts," Nate shrugged. 


"Oh, you're the one," Rav said with a knowing scoff. 
"You heard?" Nate asked hesitantly. 


"The girls were Parja's nieces, of course," Rav grinned. "And Kal had 


a grand old time telling me about it over a few drinks." 
"What did he do?" Tracyn said brightly. 
"Well, apart from being caught with his pants down..." 


"I can tell her," Nate said hastily. "I kind of went out with and kissed 
a girl..." Rav cleared her throat. "Or three. Separately." 


"That doesn't sound too bad," Tracyn said hesitantly. 

",,.And was found in bed with a girl...not one of those three." 
"Oh!" 

"Wow, you're still alive?" Dinua whistled. 


"Mereel convinced the others not to neuter me," Nate breathed out. 
"Said something along the lines that it'd be a waste of...guts... when 
someone was brave enough to four-time four Mandalorian girls." 


"Alright, traps shut!" Vhonte called out from the front in a loud 
whisper. "According to the schematics of this place, we're nearing 
one of the larger chambers in this part of the city. Stay alert and 
don't go dying on us." 


Slowly, the group inched forwards, a heavy metal door directly 
ahead of them illuminated by their torches. The control panel on 
the wall was dead and there wasn't any obvious way to open the 
door. Not that it would stop the Cuy'val Dar. 


To the surprise of Doran and his friends, Rav opened a container 
attached to her utility belt and pulled out the last thing they 
expected a Mandalorian to carry. 


"That's a lightsaber," Doran said dumbly. 


"Door opener," Rav said with great amusement. She emphasized her 
word by jamming the blue blade into the door and making short 
work of their obstacle. Job done, she deactivated the blade and 
tucked it back into the container it had come from. "Even if you 
can't fight with one, it's a helpful tool to have." 


The group edged through the hole in the door, growing even more 
cautious as sounds that shouldn't be present in an abandoned city 
started to echo through the hallways. There were talking noises, 


boots rhythmically stomping, metal clanking, and more. 


"Remember, target only Llats, B'arin, and A-17," Vhonte told the 
younger group. Ahead a room that inexplicably had power was 
visible through one last set of transparent doors. "We'll detonate the 
city and let the ocean deal with the rest." 


The door opened, and everyone froze. 


Both the Mandalorian group with Doran's group, and the other 
occupants in the room below the balcony. 


Hundreds of them. 


"Well that's not good," Nate blinked. Doran and company had 
walked onto a balcony overlooking the mess hall. During meal time. 


Staring up at them were a medley of various part-human creatures. 
Some of the clones more than two arms, some literally had four 
eyes, or compound eyes even. Some had claws, others had hands. A 
few had tails of the simian or reptilian variety. It was as if someone 
had let a mad-scientist loose to do whatever he pleased. 


"I think we know how the data for all the rejected batches were 
used," Cort said tersely, gazing out on the crowd. 


Someone began clapping, and the group glanced across the way at 
an adjacent balcony. 


"B'arin," Rav Bralor addressed the gray-armored Mandalorian. 


"Rav, and if I'm not mistaken, Vhonte and Cort too. How delightful," 
the gray-armored Mandalorian said brightly, madness in his every 
word. "I was wondering who the whelp of a Fett would send." 


A blaster shot rang out, but the beam hit a ray-shield surrounding 
the other balcony and ricocheted into the wall. 


"Really Vhonte, I'm glad to see you too. But that was excessive, 
wasn't it?" B'arin said patronizingly. "We're all aliit aren't we? Gave 
up our places on Manda'yaim, our flesh and blood, to train an army. 
To make our own family. Skirata had the right idea. We made the 
clones into what they were, they should have been ours to 
command. Our family. Jango had us give up everything for those 
things, and for what?" 


"You're mad," Rav said, a note of shocked horror in her voice. 


"Oh no, not mad," B'arim shook his head. "You see my children 
below you? My wonderful children. Their predecessors were never 
given a chance at life because they were deemed 'failures' before 
their full potential could be realized. How wrong they were. 
Children, go and get your armor and weapons. These aruetii are 
here to cull you just like they did your brothers and sisters before 
you." 


The crowd of hybrids let out angry hisses and growls, some of them 
scowling up at Doran's group with extreme hatred. They began to 
head for the doorways out of the giant room. 


"Not so fast," Cort said coldly. He held up his assault rifle and 
squeezed a secondary trigger. Grenades shot out of the lower barrel 
and arced high above the dissipating crowd, spinning for several 
long seconds. 


Doran realized what was about to happen and scooped Rali up. 
"Don't look." 


Then the grenades detonated. A literal firestorm engulfed the room, 
a torrent of blue and green flame fueled by the initial fuel the 
grenades had released ignited the oxygen below. There was an all- 
encompassing whooshing noise as the breathable air was 
temporarily consumed in the blink of an eye. The multitude of 
creatures below screeched and howled as they too ignited. Neither 
Cort nor Vhonte wasted anytime as they poured their own 
blasterfire into the group, mowing down anything that was still 
moving with extreme prejudice. 


When the flames had consumed their last ounce of fuel, they went 
out, leaving a charred and gutted mess hall below. Most of the 
bodies had been reduced to ash by the extreme heat, the massacre 
having ended the lives of every living thing below the two 
balconies. 


B'arim was silent for a very long moment, then shook his head 
slowly. "You will pay for that. You will die slowly. Or better yet, we 
will keep you alive so you can watch the rest of our grand army 
descend upon Manda'yaim and reshape it into an image fit for the 
gods we truly are." 


"Gods?" Rav asked incredulously. 


"What else would you describe us as after we've raised and trained 
millions of beings? What else would you call the power we had to 
decide whether a clone was worth spending more resources on or 
not? We decided who lived or died. We poured our souls into the 
army so that they might be made in our image. The image of 
Mandalorians. We were gods and they our instruments of..." 


A second blaster shot sounded, but the retort was a lot louder and 
metallic sounding. B'arin's head snapped back, then his body 
staggered forward. In the light of the room the others could see a 
circular hole in the man's visor, blood spurting out. Eyes turned 
towards the source of the second shot. 


Maze was standing, arm extended, a slug-thrower scavenged from 
the armory in his hand. Capable of sending lumps of melted metal 
at just below the speed of sound, the projectile it fired wasn't 
energy based at all and easily bypassed the ray-shielding. The 
veteran ARC stood in his pose, not moving, not saying a word, his 
helmeted gaze on B'arin's staggering body. 


The gray-armored Mandalorian hit the balcony railing and pitched 
over, his body tumbling down into the ash-strewn mess-hall where 
it landed with a loud clang. Complete silence followed. 


"Well," Vhonte said softly, slowly holstering her weapon. "That's one 
down. Two more to go. Good job, trooper." 


"Just doing my duty, ma'am," Maze replied automatically. 
"Uncle," Nate said in shock. 

"Continue your duties, Captain," Vhonte said firmly, though her 
body-language suggested that she was being more cautious than 
actually giving orders. "Order 62 will remain in effect until the 
designated targets Alpha-17 and Llats Ward, are confirmed dead." 


"Understood, ma'am," Maze said firmly, lowering and holstering his 
blaster. 


"Order 62?" Nate looked to Vhonte. 


"Captain," Vhonte gestured. The other two Mandalorians seemed 
content to let her take the lead. 


Maze nodded once and looked to Nate. "In the event superior 
officers or other designated commanding military personnel are 


deemed a threat to the Republic and its interest, subordinating 
officers are given full authorization to use lethal force to neutralize 
the threat." 


"Like Order 66," Doran whispered in stunned silence. 


"Orders 60 through 69 were primarily about giving the Grand Army 
of the Republic permission to neutralize superiors in the name of 
the Republic," Vhonte said with dark amusement. "Call it the 
darjetii's skifter in case things started going wrong. Order 65 lets the 
GAR remove any sitting Supreme Chancellor in office in case 
anyone tries to replace the darjetii. Or if the Senate was determined 
to be acting against the best interest of the Republic, Order 64 gives 
the GAR the power to arrest and even execute senators deemed a 
threat to the Republic." 


"Wait, the Cuy'val Dar knew of the orders?" Doran said in confusion. 


"After the fact," Rav answered. "Captain Maze is hardly the first 
clone we've encountered. One trooper who called himself Hock 
Malsuum actually deserted from Vader's stormtrooper corps and 
lived to tell the tale. After several attempts, he finally wrote down 
his experiences and sent a copy of it to Manda'yaim to his Cuy'val 
Dar trainer. Sadly, he died of accelerated aging, but we learned a 
lot from his memoirs." 


"I thought those orders only worked with the control chips?" Nate 
said, concern for his uncle at the forefront of his question. 


"The chips only ensure the clones follow the orders. The orders have 
already been ingrained in them from the start," Vhonte shook her 
head. "It's like a reflex action to them. Give them an order and if 
they're too dependent on the command structure, they'll carry it out 
without a second thought. For the Nulls and Alphas, the chips were 
a must to get them to carry out their commands. Even then their 
independence streak made it possible for them to heavily resist or 
reinterpret the order to the point of disobeying it." 


"I'm fine, Nate," Maze spoke, his voice strong. "Feel better than I 
have in a long time." 


"Are you sure?" Nate pressed. 
"The only thing that would make this better is if I had a few of my 


brothers alongside me as well. Then it'd be just like old times," 
Maze's grin audible. He glanced back to Vhonte. "Ready to continue 


execution of Order 62, commander." 


"K'oyacyi." Vhonte gave Maze a hearty pat on the back. She then 
gestured to Doran and the other teens, before pointing to the 
opposite balcony. "Let's set up bridge for the Shinies. Wouldn't want 
them to get scuffed up hunting scum now, would we?" 


"No, ma'am," Maze laughed. He took a grappling gun from Vhonte 
and fired the piton across the vast chasm until it buried itself into 
the opposite wall. Vhonte, taking Cort's grappling gun, did the 
same. They then fastened the guns to the upper wall behind them, 
creating an incline. 


"Secure the opposite side, Captain. We'll be over on your signal." 


Maze saluted sharply, then using his blaster, zip-lined down the 
cables. 


"What are you doing?" Nate hissed to Vhonte, spinning around on 
the Mandalorian. 


"Giving him what he needs," Vhonte replied evenly, hooking her 
own blaster above the cables. "He's not the first clone I've met who's 
mind has reached the end of its time. Each time the madness has 
been on different levels. But the one thing that helps is to remind 
them of who they once were. Make their minds return back to that 
time were they had a clear purpose, a duty. Even if it's only one last 
time." 


"He's working on a cure," Nate argued. "The Altisian geneticists are 
close and maybe the data we'll recover will help." 


"Does it look like your 'uncle' minds, kid?" Vhonte asked. "He knows 
his number is coming but puts on a brave face for you. Believe me 
when I say there's no scarier thing than knowing your mind is going 
and that there's nothing you can do about it. I took the treatment 
Kal's people offered even if it was cutting my life short because I 
wanted to die on my feet with a blaster in each hand. Not a 
wrinkled old relic, sipping out of a straw and laughing madly ona 
chair somewhere, too out of it to ask for a blaster bolt to the brain 
and hands too swollen to do it myself. Want that to be your uncle, 
kid? Because that's what it'll come down to eventually. You can 
tweak the toys the Kaminoans came up with all you want, but in 
the end, what they are is down to their DNA" 


Vhonte zip-lined to the other side after Maze signaled the ‘all clear,' 


leaving a stunned group of teenagers, and one six year old, with the 
other two Cuy'val Dar Mandalorians. 


"Was it true, what she said?" Nate asked softly to Rav and Cort, no 
longer looking like the confident young man Doran was used to 
seeing. 


Cort exhaled slowly. "You have to understand. Very few of the 
clones we trained personally survived after the Clone Wars ended, 
survived long enough to get the Skirata's cure for their aging. Those 
that did, we kept tabs on them lest some hu'tuun like Shysa take 
advantage of their loyalty and obedience to make them do 
something idiotic. Seven of Vhonte's batch survived. None are alive 
today. She had to stop the last two from massacring a group of 
civilians on Murkhana. Even then, she didn't pull the trigger herself. 
She took command of the both of them, led them into an 
unwinnable battle against the security forces—Clone War-era 
Battle-droids fittingly enough—and allowed them to go out the 
same way their brothers had gone out. Guns blazing against an 
army of Confederate droids, returning to them the identity they had 
lost along the way." 


"That's...crazy," Nate gaped, struggling to find something to say. 


"That's the Mandalorian way," Tracyn murmured in understanding. 
"The war might have been over for a long time, but Cuy'val Dar are 
still responsible for the clones. They helped raise and train them, 
the clones are still family. Why do you think a tough-as-nails 
Mando'ade like Kal Skirata took in the Nulls and cared for them 
when the war was over?" 


"But Kal doesn't help them by getting them killed," Nate protested. 


"Different ways to help people, kid," Cort said sympathetically. He 
hooked his gun up and prepared to join Vhonte and Maze. "Some, 
you give them a family, a place to call home, a new life. For others 
a mercy kill will do more for them than any things else." 


"Which is what we're doing for Llats, what we just did for B'arin," 
Rav gestured for Dinua to be next. Rali was clinging to Dinua like a 
small limpet, a cable wrapped around her waist and attached to the 
older girl. "You saw how mad Bivarin was. Heard his insanity first 
hand. The war got to them, changed them. We're doing them a 
favor and helping them be remembered for the people they were, 
not the ones they've become." 


"Just...just stay away from my uncle," Nate growled out, stepping 
up next. "He has another twenty years in him at least, so he better 
not be going on any 'final' mission courtesy of you crazies." 


"That went well," Doran sighed, watching Nate slide down to the 
other balcony. "But the Cuy'val lady is right." 


"You agree with Vhonte?" Tracyn asked in slight surprise. 


"I've met several Clone Wars survivors in my travels. Some, mom 
says, are stuck in the past, can't let it go. But the past is the past, 
you can't have it back any more than you can stop tomorrow from 
coming. I think the Nulls are doing fine because Kal taught them to 
look towards the future and live in the moment. Maze...sure he had 
the support of the Altisian Jedi...but they're isolated hermits who 
live in a gas cloud. That's a lot different than the rough 
Mandalorian world the Skiratas were brought into. He never really 
had a chance to make an identity that was different than 'Maze' the 
commando." 


"Nate said that Maze got into genetics after his accelerated aging 
was cured," Tracyn pointed out. 


"He might have gotten interested in science, but again, it's science 
related to his own body. A body created for the war. Maybe Maze 
will find a cure to his condition. Even if he does though, how much 
of his madness is genetic, and how much of it is him never truly 
finding his place in the galaxy? Culturally, he sure wasn't brought 
up Altisian. Dinua once asked me if I was still a Jedi if you took 
away my Force powers, lightsaber, and robes. I eventually decided 
that I was. But look at Maze now, in the same armor he wore over 
four decades ago, creeping through a city that more or less gave 
birth to him. If you take away that armor, if you forget he's a clone 
for a minute, what is he?" 


Tracyn breathed out a dejected sigh. "It's kind of sad when you put 
it like that." 


"Yeah," Doran matched her tone. 
Tracyn hooked up her blaster, and Rav moved to follow. 
"What about me?" Doran asked in bewilderment. 


"Your chassis has jumpjets on the back," Rav said wryly. "You didn't 
know?" 


Doran grumbled mulishly. "No." 


"Oya," Rav laughed on her way down the line. "We have two more 
insane madmen to put down. Don't fall behind!" 


Doran groaned audibly, wondering if the fates hated him. He found 
the processes to activate the jumpjets and would have gritted his 
teeth in annoyance if he still could. Seeing that they were already 
moving on, figuring his four-meter tall, weapon-laden body would 
withstand any threat thrown at it, Doran hurried to the edge of the 
balcony. Of course, now all he needed to do was learn how to fly. 


"Crazy Mandalorians!" 
FtF Chapter End FtF 
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Blaster fire rang out continuously as the Cuy'val Dar led the way 
through the hallways. Their show in the mess-hall had alerted 
pretty much everyone in the current section of the city, and the 
army that the deranged trio had created. 


"We really need a better plan," Nate called out over the din, smoke 
filling the hall from the sheer volume of blasters being discharged. 


"At this rate, the other two might get away," Tracyn agreed, 
slapping a new ammo-pack into her blaster. She rose above her 
cover, a small pile of corpses, and fired off another few shots. 


"Something's not right," Doran voiced, his wrist-cannon mowing 
down a full squad that had just rushed around a near corner. "I 
thought this was supposed to be a trained army. They seem more 
like a bunch of mercs who have just picked up a blaster for the first 
time." 


"They're not coordinated at all," Dinua commented. 


"They don't have to be," Cort said gruffly. "Throw enough blaster 
bolts in one direction and they'll eventually hit something." 


"Besides, if you think about who's supposed to be teaching these 
things, that kind of explains a lot," Nate called back. "But you have 
a point. How were Alpha and Llats and B'arin expecting to take over 
Mandalore with this bunch? You'd have to be a new kind of 
deranged to even think they had a chance at success." 


Just then, the entire cylindrical walkway flashed violently as 
something cut through the floor paneling and looped around the 
circumference of the tube. Another hissing flash sliced through the 
tube behind them. The group only got a glimpse of something red 
and glowing before the structure around them failed completely. 


"Poodoo," Tracyn groaned, shortly before gravity took over. 


Fortunately or not, the walkway hadn't been that high off the 
ground. Even then, the ten meter fall was hardly the most 


comfortable. The tube hit the pristine white ground with a 
thunderous smash akin to a cabinet full of crystal-ware falling to 
the ground. The transparasteel tube shattered completely, the metal 
skeleton flattening from the impact. 


The Mandalorians and Altisians weakly crawled from the rubble, 
their armor protecting them for the most part. Six year old Rali had 
been completely sheltered by Doran's large B3 Ultra Battle Droid 
body and remained the most unscathed of the group. 


"Good robot," Rali muttered up at Doran. 


"I try," Doran remarked. Being the only one not made of flesh and 
blood, he was the least injured pain-wise of the group. He slowly 
stood, then realized their situation wasn't the best. Surrounding 
them were dozens of blaster-wielding insane or hybrid clones. 


"Hands up!" One of them wearing yellow pauldrons snarled, 
sounding decidedly wolf-like under his helmet. 


"Don't surrender," Vhonte gritted out to Doran. "I'll think of 
something." 


Seeing the numerous raised guns and the fact that most of his group 
was still on the ground in no condition to fight, Doran sighed and 
raised his hands. "We give up." 


"Or'dikut" Vhonte muttered, shaking her head and raising her own 
hands. 


"We do have several dozen blasters pointing at us," Dinua said in 
turn, handing over her blaster rifle. 


"We're about to be captured by the army of madmen, created by 
madmen, in a wrecked city crawling with who-knows-what. What 
part of that makes surrendering to them sound like a good idea?" 
Vhonte retorted. 


"The fact that they're all mad might help," Nate shrugged, holding 
his side. "Otherwise they would have shot us already." 


"Please don't get them ideas," Tracyn grumbled, taking off her 
helmet and limping as she fell into formation with the others. 


"You okay?" Doran asked in concern. 


"Broken ankle," Tracyn grimaced, her sweat-slickened blond hair 
shaking loose as she shook her head. 


"Well this is going as planned," Cort commented mildly. 

"On the bright side, we won't have to blast through them to get to 
Llats and Alpha-16," Rav commented mildly, carrying her helmet 
under one arm. Like Vhonte, she appeared younger than her seven 
decades and change of life, but not by much. 


"Different treatment?" Doran said conversationally, Rali once again 
using him as her personal mech. 


"What?" Rav looked to him in confusion. 


"Than Vhonte," Doran gestured to the red-haired Mandalorian. "You 
don't look as young." 


His statement was accompanied by twin metal 'thunks' as both 
Tracyn and Dinua punched his chassis. 


"I can't wait for him to get squishy again," Tracyn grumbled, 
shaking her fist ruefully. 


"Agreed," Dinua grumped, shaking her own hand out. 


Rav smiled dryly. "Different treatment. I didn't have the need to go 
all out." 


"I think I'm the only one still alive who did," Vhonte added. 
"Where do you think they're taking us?" Nate asked his uncle. 


"Not sure," Maze answered with a frown. "Tipoca City didn't have 
the equivalent of this level." 


"A hidden level in an Imperial-made cloning facility, what a 
surprise," Cort deadpanned. 


"What I want to know is how this place still has power," Vhonte 
voiced, gesturing to the working light fixtures. "Scans from orbit 
didn't show anything remotely resembling an EM field." 


Despite not having the Force or anything chemically resembling 
feelings, Doran felt a chill go through him at her statement. He 
remembered the lightsaber-wielding man he had seen earlier, as 


well as the two lightsabers that had cleaved apart their walkway. 
Coupled with his current state, a very bad feeling made him almost 
sick. "There is one way, but I hope I'm really wrong." 

"Why, kid?" Vhonte asked. 


"Nate," Doran said in a low voice. "Can you use the Force on the 
lights?" 


"The lights?" Nate repeated. 
"It's probably nothing," Doran said, sounding anything but certain. 


"Give me a sec, we're a little far away from the ship," Nate smiled, 
but nodded. 


"What does that have to do with anything?" Tracyn asked curiously. 


"Okay," Nate inhaled deeply and released his breath. "Here we go... 
and...what the kriff?" 


"Language!" Dinua chided, pointing to Rali. 

"Sorry," Nate stammered, staring at the lights as they passed. 
"What, what is it?" Tracyn asked. 

"The lights..." 

"They're alive, aren't they?" Doran kept his gaze straight ahead, 
grateful that his new body eliminated the need to have a poker-face 
at the revelation. 

Nate nodded dumbly. "Yeah." 

"Alive?" This caught the attention of the others in their group. 
"How, they aren't Vongese lights," Dinua said sharply. 


"I'm not sure," Doran tried to keep his tone neutral, but he knew 
that Nate had caught on too. 


"They're powered by the life force of living beings," Nate said 
hoarsely, looking decidedly pale. "Every single light, every machine 
you see powered up here, they're all being powered by living 
beings." 


"Machines? Like what you did with Doran?" Tracyn said, aghast. 


"Exactly like what I did to him," Nate managed, closing his eyes and 
making a very obvious withdrawal from the Force. 


"They're probably using the clones that were too unstable even for 
them," Doran added. "A cloned life force is still a life force after all." 


"Doran, that would mean that they have a Jedi on their side too," 
Dinua voiced tersely. 


"The guy I saw earlier," Doran nodded. "And whoever threw those 
sabers that chopped the walkway apart." 


"Great, so you're telling me we have at least two, maybe three crazy 
Jedi here too?" Vhonte said in disbelief. 


"It could just be a deranged clone armed with lightsabers capable of 
using the Force," Doran said defensively. "I don't think any Jedi 
would do this." 


"That's not really any better," Tracyn mumbled, using Doran's droid 
body as a crutch as she tried to keep up with the rest of the group. 


"A crazy Jedi suggests that it's a Jedi who at least is aware of what 

they're doing," Doran argued. "A deranged clone doesn't know right 
from wrong and was probably brought up believing whatever story 
they've been given." 


"Which one would you feel more guilty putting down?" Vhonte 
asked, sending Doran a sideways look. 


"Between the one who's never had the choice or the one who's made 
the wrong one?" 


"When you put it that way, yeah," Vhonte remarked. "Not going to 
try to talk your way out of this, are you?" 


"We have to try," Doran would have shrugged if he was still able. 


"You saw Bvarin. Really think this bunch of maniacs are open to 
happy conversation?" 


"Would it kill us to try?" 


"It might," Cort said dryly. 


They passed through a pressure-sealed door and they couldn't mask 
their shock at what awaited them on the other side. 


'"Whoa," Nate gaped. 
"What...the..." Vhonte breathed out. 
"Impossible," Rav shook her head in denial. 


The multi-tiered room they were led to looked as if it contained a 
small city. And it was a very, very huge room, easily the size of a 
bulk cruiser. Beautiful white pillars in Kaminoan style towered like 
a forest. Medical droids floated from cloning station to station that 
were attached to the pillars like fruit. Large transparent panels 
showed the dark depths of Kamino's stormy waters, the lightning 
flashes occasionally illuminating the sealife. Machinery whirled, 
beeped, and gurgled. Voices and sounds of all sorts could be heard 
from the nearby walkways. It was the impossible made possible 
somehow. 


"Did you bring enough explosives for this?" Dinua asked Rav. 
"We didn't know about this," Rav sputtered in disbelief. 


The group was guided along a walkway only a few people wide, 
one of what seemed like hundreds that crisscrossed the interior of 
the room. Glancing over on either side, Doran and the others still 
couldn't process what they were seeing. 


"How many people did you estimate they had cloned?" Nate asked 
as he watched 


"Five thousand...at most," Vhonte was shaking her head, completely 
nonplussed. 


Everywhere they looked there were clones. Some were humans, 
others were mixtures. Some had no human appearance at all. There 
were a few that actually fluttered about on wings. Whole sections of 
one level were dedicated to what looked like combat training. 
Others were growing food, creating things of various sorts, or 
helping with the cloning chambers. Tall gangly figures of 
Kaminoans stood out among the shorter clones, each of them going 
about their own business. 


"There is a lot more than that," Tracyn said shakily. 


"What is this place?" Nate gaped, unable to help but rotate around 
as he walked to try and take in everything. 


Something they also noticed. There were female clones going about 
their business as well. Several types in fact. One seemingly base 
template was a tall and lanky model, with pale skin and auburn 
hair looking almost like a human-Ratataki hybrid. The other looked 
almost like a female version of Maze and Jintar's uncles. 

"That's Aurra Sing," Vhonte gasped, doing a double-take as one of 
the pale-skinned women passed them. "I can't believe it, they cloned 
her too!" 


"I don't even want to know how they got female versions of you, 
uncle," Nate said to Maze. 


"Me neither," Maze shook his head, still at a loss for words. 


"This place is crazy," Tracyn said, sounding slightly scared as she 
did. 


They reached a fork in the walkway and the guards made a gesture. 
Suddenly a group surrounded Doran with weapons raised.. 


"Easy, easy," Doran said nervously. 
"Remove the pack," the yellow-pauldron trooper ordered evenly. 


"The pack? Oh, the pack," Doran gripped the straps to the pack that 
held his organic form. "I'd rather..." 


Blasters whined. 
"Doran," Dinua said through clenched teeth. 


Doran very slowly unslung the sack with ‘him’ in it. "Okay, okay, 
here. Here." 


Several clones wearing Clone War-era armor took the sack and then 
started down one side of the fork. Doran and the others were 
motioned to go down the other side. 


"I'm going to want that back, you know," Doran pointed to the pack 
being carried away. 


"You don't have to worry about that," a vaguely Trandoshan- 


sounding, human-shaped clone growled. 


Their trek through the miniature city continued, involving several 
lift rides and moving conveyor belts. Rali spent most that time on 
top of Maze's shoulders, taking in everything in innocent awe. The 
others were awed as well, but more of a 'terrified-how-the-heck-are- 
we-going-to-get-out-of-this' awe. 


Then, an announcement came over the intercom that stunned them 
even further. "All hatches secured, prepare for transit." 


"Trans..." Tracyn trailed off as the entire room vibrated, clanking 
sounds echoing outside. 


"You have got to be kidding me!" Nate rasped. 


And then the scenery outside the large transparent panels began to 
change, the 'room' now pushing sedately through the water. 


Any wondering about what was going on ended as they were 
escorted through one last pair of glass doors into a white office so 
bright it was nearly blinding. There, sitting in a spoon-like chair 
with legs crossed and resting on a desk in front of him, was a single 
man in equally white clothing. His brown hair in military style was 
tinged gray, and he was idly spinning a blaster pistol in one hand. 


"Rav, Cort, Vhonte, su cuy'gar." He greeted with a broad smile, 
looking completely in control of his faculties. "You two ladies are 
looking good." 


"Llats," Rav returned the greeting with a curt nod. 
"That's 'Supreme Commander' Llats to you." 


"Nice place you have here, Supreme Commander," Vhonte remarked 
flatly. 


"Isn't it though?" Llats replied, swinging his feet off the desk and 
standing up. "Construction was started during the Clone Wars when 
the possibility of the Separatists attacking Kamino became more 
and more certain. A mobile cloning lab beneath the ocean that can 
change locations at a whim, complete with a phase generator to 
render it completely invisible from sensors. It's self-sufficient, 
capable of holding several million. When Alpha showed this place 
to me, I saw its potential and knew I had to stay." 


"And B'arin's story?" Cort said curtly. 


"Him? Thank you for blasting him, by the way. He was always 
delusional. Came aboard because he wanted an army to change 
Mandalore. But I've never cared about fodder like that. " 


"You're just content to be ruler of your own little city then?" Rav 
said acidly. 


"You are more than welcome to join," Llats said with a cold grin. "Of 
course, we could always use new genetic material too." 


"Where is Alpha?" Maze finally voiced. 


Llats looked him over once, his smile becoming slightly twisted. 
"Oh, an original. How...fortuitous. We churn out a few of your 
batches every so often for the new cloners to practice their 
technique. We have several thousand of your design around. 
They're still the best when it comes to following orders, make the 
best police force here." 


"What about the group with B'arin?" Rav asked. 


"They scavenge or take what they can from the cities we dock with," 
Llats said lazily. "Also the wardens for the ones that go bad." 


"And do many of them ,'go bad'?" Nate's voice became almost glacial 
as Llats continued to visually examine Maze. 


"Oh quite a few," Llats answered nonchalantly. "Fortunately, a few 
weeks as a fixture of this place convinces them to correct their 
behavior real quick." 


"The people trapped in the lights we saw...you're using ensoulment 
as a punishment?" Nate yelled, taking a step towards Llats. 


"It works," Llats replied mildly, waving off the guards who had 
stepped forward. "And who might you be? No, wait, let me guess. 
Let's see. Too young for the armor you're wearing, same 
complexion. Probably a second or third generation offspring then. 
Simply remarkable." 


"Alpha-16?" Maze repeated. 


"Oh, he's around," Llats shrugged. "Someone needs to train the 
army. Who better than a solider?" 


Llats then crouched down next to Rali. "And hello there, little one. 
Do you like my city so far?" 


Rali nodded really slowly, moving to hug Dinua's leg. 


"It takes a lot of hard work to make a city from scratch," Llats 
continued to address the little Zeltron. "But if you put your mind to 
it, you can make the impossible possible." 


The doors to the room opened again, and a man with lightsabers 
attached to his utility belt entered. "Sir we've...Juno?" 


The new figure was staring at Tracyn with wide, almost unseeing 
eyes. 


"Oh boy," Llats tisked, walking back to his desk and sitting back into 
the spoon-like chair. "It's the blonde hair, it has to be." He pressed a 
button on the desk. "I want Starkiller Ten-Zero in my office, please. 
Starkiller Eight-Seven-Three has snapped." 


"Juno? Is it you?" the man repeated in a dazed-like way, taking a 
swaying step towards her. 


Tracyn took a step behind Doran, reaching for a blaster she didn't 
have. "I'm not this Juno, I'm Tra..." 


"It is you!" The man hurried forward. Then stopped and spasmed as 
a red lightsaber blade emerged out from his chest. 


"You called, sir?" What could have been the man's twin asked from 
the doorway, lightsaber flying back into his hand. Doran couldn't 
help but stare at its wielder. Despite the fact that the newcomer 
looked just like the man that had been impaled, Doran was pretty 
sure the impaler was the figure he had seen in the ruins of Timira 
City. Nearly bare-chested save for the leather straps crisscrossing 
the man's chest, the newcomer was wearing the same pair of frayed 
and ragged pants Doran had seen earlier. 


The newcomer calmly deactivated his lightsaber, and glanced at 
Tracyn impassively. His face could have been carved from stone as 
he stepped past the man he had stabbed. 


"Juno," the impaled man moaned pitifully, reaching out a twitching 
hand towards Tracyn before falling to the ground. 


"Don't waste his life energy now, a little goes a long way," Llats said 


cheerfully. 


The man nodded and held out his hands. There was a tangible 
ripple of energy as the impaled body convulsed several times. 
Suddenly, a cloning chamber on a nearby pillar seemed to grow 
brightly, the liquid suspending the clones within bubbling for a 
moment. "It is done, sir." 


"Much appreciated," Llats waved the man away. "Good to know that 
the tenth-gen finally managed to rid itself of those annoying 
memory imprints. Didn't think it persisted in the eighth-gen but I 
guess now I know. Wait outside for a bit, will you?" 


The man bowed low and then left the room. 
"Now, where was..." 
"What was that?" Tracyn yelled. 


"Sorry little girl," Llats said lightly. "We have trouble knowing when 
defects or malformations might occur, even now. Sometimes clones 
just go bad. Especially so in the Starkiller One through Eight Series. 
Model Starkiller was some Vader pet project we decided to play 
with. Sadly, like Vader discovered, most of them are pitifully mopey 
and broody. Mooning over some copikla named Juno. None of the 
ones we've churned out so far are stable in any way. Their Force- 
potential, however, make excellent power-sources for some of our 
more draining machinery. When they do snap, we just snap them 
back. Ten-Zero is the only one of his batch and appears to be the 
sanest of the bunch, makes good pest control." 


"Why did you bring us here, Llats?" Rav voiced. 


"As I said, a chance to join this amazing place," Llats answered, 
tapping a control and turning one whole wall transparent. They 
were treated to a view of the city-like space outside as the vessel 
slowly pushed through the waters of Kamino. "To rule as we were 
meant to. We trained the army for the Republic but saw no reward 
other than a one-off payment. But now, now we are in control. Join 
me and you could be kings and queens of this marvelous place." 


"You're just as mad as B'arin," Rav said almost regretfully. 
"I'm sorry you see it that way," Llats shook his head. 


"Ummm, excuse me," Tracyn cut in. "Look, a friend of ours is very 


sick and we were hoping that the data in that city we just left had 
the right information to fix him. We're really on a tight schedule 
and probably spent too long on this world as it is..." 


"No worries," Llats smiled warmly. "We downloaded all that 
information ages ago. Didn't want to risk losing all that progress the 
Kaminoans made. Have a copy of everything that was in those 
computers, as well as computers from several other cities, here." 


"Great, if you can give us a copy and we'll be on our way." 

"You want to leave?" 

"Our friend..." 

"Yes, yes, I heard you the first time. But I'm afraid that leaving is 
impossible. You see, I can't risk the chance of others finding out 
about this place. You're more than welcome to use the guest 
quarters, to explore this world that will be your home for the rest of 
your life, but leaving is something I can't allow." 

"Our friend will die." 

"Then he dies," Llats said uncaringly. "Millions die every day." 
"What if we refuse your generous offer?" Cort asked darkly. 

Llats looked to his former Cuy'val Dar trainer. "Then I kill you here 
and now and use your bodies' genetic material to diversify the 
templates we do have. You'll live on long after that in image only." 


"We agree to your terms," Doran said, causing everyone to look to 
him in surprise. 


"Ah yes, the Jedi in the droid," Llats chuckled. "Sounds like a child's 
tale. I'm rather suspicious that you agreed to my offer so fast." 


"Not sure how much news you get down here, but the galaxy is 
falling apart real fast," Doran said. "I'd rather be safe all the way 
down here than in the idle of it all. If I can actually be a king of this 
city, that's just a bonus." 

"Oh?" 


"And you kind of took my real body," Doran added. 


"No worries, after copying your genetic template, we'll return it to 
you, good as new," Llats said. He clapped his hands together and 
addressed the others. "Looks like the Jedi here agrees to stay. How 
about the rest of you?" 


"This place seems...amazing," Dinua settled on, staring at Doran's 
droid form. "I too would like to see what it has to offer." 


"If they're in, Iam too," Tracyn piped up. 


"You three lost your minds? We're finishing this right now!" Vhonte 
snorted. Her hand shot up and a wrist-blade emerged from her 
gauntlet. She charged at Llats only to stop in her tracks just before 
her blade made contact. Her arm shook with effort to press it 
forwards, but it was clear that something stronger was stopping her. 


"Vhonte, Vhonte, Vhonte," Llats shook his head. "Do you have to be 
so predictable?" 


The invisible force slowly bent Vhonte's arm back so that her own 
blade started to approach the bottom of her chin. 


"You'll pay for this," Vhonte gritted out. 

Llats patted her cheek patronizingly. "I highly doubt it." 

He stepped around her, shielding her from view as a sickening 
squelching sound signaled her death. Her body collapsed to the 
floor with a thud, and the insane Mandalorian looked past the 
others. "Well done Starkiller Ten-Zero." 

"Thank you, sir," the cloned Force-sensitive said from the doorway. 


"Take her body down to the labs. No sense wasting fresh genetic 
material." 


"Yes, sir," the Starkiller clone levitated Vhonte's body out of the 
deathly silent room. 


"Now then," Llats smiled at the others. "Let's hear your choice." 
FtF II FtF 
Though night and day technically had no meaning when one was 


underwater, Doran's own droid body kept a chronometer. It was the 
morning after everyone were escorted to their quarters, when Doran 


heard a knocking on the 'room' he had been given. 

The door swooshed open. 

In walked his squishy form, smirking knowingly as if he could see 
the look of shock Doran's spirit was feeling. Evidently a bacta dip 
had healed it of all the injuries it had sustained. But the fact that it 
was walking around without him being in it was several kinds of 
wrong. 

"What?" Doran gasped. 


"Don't worry," his organic self said. "Just taking this body for a test- 
drive." 


"That's my body," Doran emphasized. 
"You'll be getting the first cloned one," his squishy self said 


nonchalantly. "Should be ready in another five years or so. 
Completely upgraded musculature and skeletal system. You'll love 
it." 


Doran made a mental note to find out why he seemed to cross paths 
with one too many mad scientists. "I love my body as it is." 
"I appreciate that, it is in pretty good condition." 


A fully armored Tracyn and Dinua chose that moment to appear in 
the doorway. "Doran we..." 


Tracyn trailed off, the helmet she was holding under one arm 
dropping in shock. Both she and Dinua froze at the sight of Doran's 
squishy form standing in front of Doran's metal form. 


"Doran?" Dinua said carefully, placing her own helmet down on the 
table by the door. 


"Dinua, it's me," Squishy-Doran nodded with a broad smile. 
"Don't listen to him, I'm still in here," Metal-Doran protested. 


"Poor droid still thinks it's me," Squish-Doran said with a note of 
sadness, patting Doran's chasis. 


"No, it's really me." 


Dinua glanced back and forth between the two, then looked to the 
Squishy-Doran. "Where did you find me when Beroya's son had 
me?" 

"On a sail barge," Squishy-Doran said with confidence. 


Dinua blinked very slowly, face betraying nothing. "And what did 
you say to me when you saw me?" 


"I told you I'd get you out of there, that I wouldn't let those guys 
hurt you," Squishy-Doran answered, not looking away. 


"Dinua!" Metal-Doran protested. 


"You're really Doran?" Dinua asked softly, taking a step forward 
towards Squishy-Doran and ignoring the metal one completely. 


"Yeah, I am," Squishy-Doran answered, matching her tone. He 
gestured and a pillow on a nearby chair floated. 


Metal-Doran was frozen stiff, unable to believe his photoreceptors 
and half convinced that he'd gone mad. Tracyn was still standing in 
the hallway, her expression as guarded as Dinua's but seemingly 
content to let the younger Mandalorian teen take care of things. 


Squishy-Doran took a tentative step towards Dinua. Dinua matched 
the step so that they were standing toe to toe. 


Dinua placed a hand on his chest, looking up and fluttering her 
eyes. "One last question." 


"Yes?" 

"What did Rali say needed to happen the moment you got back into 
your human body?" Dinua breathed, brown eyes sharpening at the 
corners. 

"What?" Squishy-Doran blinked. "What do you me...?" 

"Wrong answer." Dinua proceeded to knee Squishy-Doran in a 
particularly squishy part of him. His howl of pain caused Metal- 
Doran to grimace in his droid body. 

"That wasn't necessary, it's still my body!" 


"Gedyc, go get Nate," Dinua growled, quickly grabbing Squishy- 


Doran and forcing his arms behind his back. "Blasted Jedi magic." 


Tracyn returned with the Altisian a few minutes later glaring at the 
struggling Squishy-Doran on the ground. "Got him. Need help with 
that thing?" 


"Get his legs," Dinua nodded, and Tracyn wasted little time in 
assisting her. 


"What's going on?" Nate looked to the B3 Battle Droid, then to the 
squirmy Squishy-Doran. "Never mind, I've got an idea." 


"Can you do something about it?" Dinua asked, slamming Squishy- 
Doran back onto the ground when he tried to get up. 


"Hey!" Metal-Doran protested. 


"Then you hold you down," Dinua glared back up at the robot. 
"There's a reason why Gedyc calls you a hairless, baby Wookie." 


Nate flexed his fingers and then rubbed his hands together. "Okay, 
one double spirit swap coming right up. This should be completely 
draining." 


Metal-Doran felt light-headed. A feat that seemed strange to Doran 
considering he had no blood-pressure. The coldness he had gotten 
used to the past day and a half began to recede. It was a very 
uncomfortable feeling. The heat began to build, and build, and 
build. It was almost as if he had stepped into a desert, bundled up 
in a parka, already wearing a dozen layers of clothing. He wanted 
to protest, but found he had no ability to speak. Pinpricks, a trickle, 
then a flurry of sensations coursing through him at once. His world 
spun into darkness, the 'ride' in no way fun. He tried to remember 
what it had been like the first time around and found the 
comparison a lot worse than before. 


Before he knew it he was howling in pain, convulsing and spasming 
on the ground. He found himself on his back staring up at the 
ceiling of the room. 

"Doran! Doran!" Tracyn and Dinua's voice seemed distant. 


"Almost done!" Nate gritted out. "Damn it, the other guy is fighting 
me. Get in that droid!" 


"You're putting him in the droid body?" Tracyn asked. 


"Otherwise his spirit is going to float around and be a threat to 
anyone." 


"Wait a second!" Tracyn procured a vibroblade from who-knows- 
where, and promptly cut the hydraulic lines to the B3's arms and 
leg joints. She likewise lopped off the side plasma-cannons and 
jammed the compartments for the other assortment of weaponry on 
the droid. As a last touch she then used a chair to help jam her 
vibroblade into the optical sensors, shattering the sensitive 
electronics inside. 


"Good idea," Dinua nodded, still crouched over Doran's spasming 
form. 


"Yeah, last thing we want is whoever that guy is in a near invincible 
body," Tracyn agreed, joining her. 


"And done," Nate groaned, literally collapsing next to Doran's 
sprawled form. 


The Mandalorian girls looked back and forth between the two, 
showing nothing but worried concern. They heard footsteps and 
Tracyn got to her feet, vibroblade in hand. It was Cort, Rav, and 
Maze with Rali playing 'robot' with him. 

"Did we miss something?" Rav said dryly. 

"Where...where am I?" A near hysterical voice sounded from the B3. 
"Ooops, forgot about that," Tracyn sighed. 


"What? How come I can't move?" The B3 whined. 


Doran chose that moment to groan loudly, and the Battle Droid was 
ignored. "Never doing that again." 


"Doran," Dinua said with some urgency in her voice. "How do you 
feel?" 


"Really, really, really sore," Doran exhaled, feeling pain transmit 
through his body. 


"Where?" Dinua asked. 


"Where you kicked me," Doran answered raspily, curling up into a 
fetal position. 


Dinua let out a relieved laugh and sat back on her haunches. 
"K'atini." 


"Hello! Hello, can anyone hear me!" 


Maze glanced at the battle droid, set Rali to the side, and walked 
around the B3 and opened a hatch on the back. The B3 slumped 
over a second later. 


"Did you just..." 


"Disabled only, sleep mode," Maze answered Cort. "Figured the... 
guy...deserves it. Go on Rali, Doran's back in his body again." 


The six year old needed no encouragement and promptly flew 
through the air and gave Doran a tight hug. Doran chuckled at the 
Zeltron's actions and returned the gesture, rubbing her back. He 
could feel the Force again, could feel her reaching out to him for 
reassurance, and he replied with warmth and comfort. Rali let out a 
soft sigh and stretched herself out over him, looking very content. 


"You okay?" Tracyn asked with a soft smile. 
"I've been worse. But I'm back now." 


Rali's head popped up, a wide smile on her face. "Right, you have to 
kiss Dinua!" 


"I guess I have to," Doran felt his cheeks heat up, something he 
didn't miss at all. Looking at Dinua, he saw the normally tough 
Mandalorian teen avert her gaze. 


"Another time, kids," Rav laughed. She unslung several blaster rifles 
from her shoulder. "Cort and I raided an armory. They'll probably 
find it soon. We need to go now." 


Doran grimaced as Tracyn and Dinua helped him to his feet. "Do 
you have a plan?" 


"A few," Cort remarked. "Target is still the same. Llats and Alpha." 


"There's still all the clones we have to deal with," Dinua said, 
accepting a rifle from Rav and donning her Katarn-armor helmet. 


"I think we should leave them alone." Doran's opinion earned him 
stares of disbelief. 


"Doran?" Tracyn looked to him questioningly. 


"The clones, they're not going to hurt anyone," Doran said softly. 
"It's not their fault a mad scientist decided to make them. And if 
they're all primed to be super obedient, it's not their fault that they 
have to follow the orders of that mad scientist." 


"They could attack the Kaminoans," Rav argued. "The numbers they 
have are more than enough, and they are certainly bred to fight." 


"There's a reason why the Kaminoans abandoned the templates used 
to create the clones all around us," Cort jerked a finger over his 
shoulder. "Most of them are mentally unstable, chemically and 
genetically unstable, and shouldn't exist in the first place." 


"But they do exist," Doran pressed back. "And killing them all is like 
genocide." 


"Uncle, what do you think?" Nate asked Maze, his eyes closed. 


"All of them...the DNA that went into making me, they have some 
too. It might not be exact matches...but they're still brothers." 


"More like distant cousins," Dinua remarked. "The bug people from 
earlier?" 


"Well, yeah, okay some of them are distant cousins," Maze allowed. 
"But we do have some of the same blood running through our veins. 
To put them down just because they were following orders. That 
isn't right." 

"Can we shelve this conversation for later?" Rav asked the teens. 
"Once we neutralize Alpha and Lllats, then we can talk about what 
to do with the rest." 

"Sounds good." Dinua agreed. 

They filed out of the room, but saw no sentry, droid or clone. 


"Dinua," Doran said, lightly brushing up against her as the moved 
through the hallway. 


"Hmm?" 


"How'd you know the me in this body wasn't really me?" 


"Almost didn't," Dinua answered back. She took a break from 
scanning the hallway to glance at him with helmet-covered head. 
"But then I guessed that if he was in your body, he'd know 
everything that body did while it was alive. But when you 
transferred into the droid, your organic brain stopped recording the 
things that were happening. The fake you couldn't have known 
what Rali had said while you were in droid form." 


"That strangely makes sense," Tracyn voiced from Dinua's opposite 
side after a moment of consideration. "I had actually thought you 
lost it when you kicked him." 


The group took one of the elevators back to the upper levels where 
Llats' office had been, encountering no resistance. 


"No guards," Maze noted. 


"No security cameras either," Cort grunted back. "Haven't seen a 
single one since we got here." 


"I don't like this," Maze said. "It has to be a trap." 
"Doran, you sensing anything?" Nate asked. 


Doran took a moment to remember he could use the Force again 
and tentatively reached out to get a read on their surroundings. He 
could sense the life-forces of many beings all around, their surface 
thoughts, their emotions. After spending a day without the Force, 
having the sensations all rush to him all at once was overwhelming. 


"Whoa," Doran muttered, held up only by Tracyn and Dinua who 
had seem him sway and nearly collapse. 


"Doran?" Dinua said gruffly, her hands gripping his arm. 


"I'm okay. Who knew that not being able to touch the Force at all 
for only a day would leave me out of practice," Doran chuckled, 
rubbing his forehead. "Man, talk about a headache." 


"See anything?" Dinua asked, her tone a bit softer now that she 
knew he was relatively okay. 


"Llats is in his office," Doran replied, piecing together the plethora 
of information he had 'downloaded'. "That's really all I could sense. 
The other Starkiller clones in this place would have detected my 
probe if I tried any harder." 


"Do you think he knows we're coming?" Tracyn voiced, scanning the 
surrounding catwalks. 


"No idea." 


The door to Llats' office opened, the former Cuy'val Dar was present 
in his customary spoon-like chair. And there was a squad of 
troopers who looked a lot like Maze on either side of him. And 
three Starkiller clones stepping up on each side of Doran's group, 
with hands resting on the hilts of their lightsabers. 


"I knew it, trap," Maze grumbled, not exactly looking pleased at 
seeing the near mirror-images of himself. 


"Nice of you to join us." Llats rested the butt of a blaster-pistol on 
his desk. "You didn't really think killing me would be that easy now, 
did you?" 


"Wish for something hard enough and sometimes it comes true," 
Rav said darkly. 


"Don't worry, I would have been insulted if you hadn't at least 
tried," Llats shrugged. He stood and patted one of the clone-troopers 
on the shoulder. "I figured you'd appreciate by apprehended by the 
original models at least. Made just as they were back then, with 
myself and Alpha training them." 


"Just as they were'?" Doran spoke up. "Control chips and 
everything?" 


"Naturally," Llats nodded. "And even if you somehow did disable 
them, the Starkillers behind you will cut you down before you take 
a single step. It's overkill, I know, but one can never be too careful 
with uninvited guests. Now, throw down your weapons and 
surrender. The last thing I want is to have the Starkillers remove 
your life-forces because you decided to do something rash." 


The group carefully set their weapons down, raising their hands in 
the air. Doran, glancing to the Starkillers next to them, and the 
Maze-like troopers on either side of Llats, felt an idea form. It was 
risky, but at the moment they didn't have much to lose." 


"Captain Alpha Twenty-Six of the Grand Army of the Republic," 
Doran said aloud. "What's the order the Emperor gave that turned 
the Grand Army of the Republic against the Jedi? How exactly was 
it given?" 


Maze looked to Doran, meeting the young teen's gaze questioningly 
while one of the Starkillers began to put binders on his hands. 
Then, understanding the question, Maze addressed the clone 
troopers. "Men, as captain in the Grand Army of the Republic, I 
have a command for you. Execute Order Sixty-Six." 


In unison, the two-dozen clone troopers stiffened, their blasters 
promptly changing targets. "It will be done, sir." 


"Down," Maze quickly grabbed Rali and covered her with his body, 
and the others dropped down, as the clone troopers opened fire. 
Just like the Jedi nearly forty years earlier, all six Starkiller clones 
never had a chance at the unexpected betrayal. The thunderous 
volley of blasterfire mowed down the Starkillers, none of whom had 
expected any trouble or sensed any ill-will. The action took all of a 
couple of seconds, and when the deafening volley had ended, all six 
Starkiller clones were dead on the ground. 


"What?!" Llats gaped. 


"Troopers, Order Sixty-Five is in effect," Maze barked, getting back 
to his feet. "Detain the Supreme Commander." 


"Sir, yes sir," the clone troopers promptly aimed their blasters at 
Llat. 


"Weapons down! I order you!" Llats roared. 


"Can't do that, sir," the clone trooper closest to him said. "Put down 
your blaster or we will open fire." 


Llats shot a dirty look at Maze and those with him. "You think this 
is over?" 


"Give it up, Llats," Cort said, picking up his blaster from the floor. 
"Really shouldn't have used the control chips." 


"A lesson for next time. Security Order Delta Zero," Llats snarled in 
turn. "Execute." 


To the horror of Maze, Doran, and the others, the control chips 
implanted in the clone troopers all exploded, the backs of their 
heads blowing out. The two dozen troopers dropped to the ground 
like stringless puppets, and Llats took that opportunity to open fire 
as he sprinted towards an escape hatch. One of his shots caught 
Cort square in his visor, Cort's body pitching back and falling to the 


ground. Another shot winged Maze, likewise sending him to the 
ground. 


Llats escaped out through the door, and alarms began blaring 
throughout the station. 


Doran, leaving the injured Maze to the others, quickly moved to 
Llats' desk and hit the intercom. "By order of Captain Alpha Twenty- 
Six of the Grand Army of the Republic, Orders Sixty-Five and Sixty- 
Six are in effect. Execute with extreme prejudice." 


Adding to the chaos of the blaring alarms were the sudden 
cacophony of blaster fire and yells that echoed throughout the 
enclosed submersible. Then, to top it off, a new announcement 
came over the comm in the form of an automated voice. "Self- 
destruct protocols have been activated. You have ten minutes to reach a 
safe distance of two-point-seven-five kilometers. There will be no further 
audio warning." 


"Well this keeps getting better and better," Rav snarled. She rose 
from where she had been kneeling next to Cort, and glanced 
towards the escape-hatch Llats had used. 


"Llats is mine," Nate hissed, rising from his uncle and letting a 
lightsaber fly into each of his outstretched hands. 


"I've got your back, let's go," Doran agreed, letting another Starkiller 
saber fly into his grip. 


"We'll try to find a way to shut down the self-destruct," Tracyn 
voiced. 


"We will?" Rav asked incredulously. "Vhonte, Cort, and I came here 
to destroy this place." 


"Change of plans," Tracyn stood up to the Cuy'val Dar. "Doran's 
right. The clones don't deserve to die just because they were made 
by a mad man. If we can save them, we should." 


"Jedi, always making things more difficult," Rav glared at Doran. 
"Fine. You two boys go, get Llats. I'll watch over Maze, the little 
one, and your Mandalorian friends." 


Nate and Doran took off through the escape hatch and Rav moved 
to Llats' desk in hopes of finding some answers. If none came in the 
next nine minutes and some-odd seconds, then they'd all be going 


for a little swim. 
FtF III FtF 


The red lights turned the flowing white hallways an ominous blood 
color. Chaos continued to sound all around them as the numerous 
Starkiller clones combated with the more numerous original 
template clone troopers. Caught in the crossfire were the Kaminoan 
cloners in the mobile cloning lab and the countless part-human 
clones and other 'failed' batches that Llats and B'arin had churned 
out. The hallway led back into the main chamber of the lab, the 
sounds becoming even louder as fighting had broken out on 
seemingly every level. 


Doran skidded to a halt and gaped at the sight from their catwalk. 
He could see the swirling red blades of various Starkiller clones all 
over, some winning others extinguishing as their owners were 
gunned down. 


"Worry about them later," Nate said, grabbing Doran's arm. "If Llats 
get away he could start this all over again." 


"Right," Doran shook himself. The two teens started to run again, 
but the Force quickly alerted them to an imminent danger. A cluster 
of misshapen Starkiller clones leaped onto the walkway in front of 
them. The teens looked back and saw another group of Starkillers 
arrive shortly after. 


Nate cricked his neck and then activated both purloined lightsabers. 
Doran activated his single one. 


"This is bad," Nate said out of the side of his mouth. 


"Not really," Doran shook his head. He then lowered his lightsaber 
and looked off into the distance. "Hey, Starkillers, look over there! 
Isn't that Juno?" 


"Junooooo," one of the clones slurred, looking in the direction 
Doran was pointing. 


Doran closed his eyes, using a brief Force-suggestion to make the 
clone's hopes seem like reality. 


"Junoooo," the clone's misshapen face twisted into shock and he 
promptly leaped off the catwalk in the direction of the 
hallucination. The others gave Nate and Doran one more glance, 


before taking off after the Starkiller clone. 


"Nice thinking," Nate remarked. He and Doran began running once 
more. 


"Thanks," Doran said with a smile. "Oh, and by the way, thanks for 
saving my life by sticking me in that droid. It couldn't have been 
easy." 


"You're welcome. Just find some other way to cheat death next 
time," Nate said dryly. "Constantly changing bodies is not good for 
your sanity. Just look at Palpatine's clones." 


They entered another corridor and stumbled across a warzone. 
Bodies of original-template clone troopers lay strewn about. There 
were also several Starkiller clones on the ground as well. The 
winners of the fight still remained standing, a quartet of original- 
template troopers who were bloodied and battered. Upon seeing 
Nate and Doran's arrival, they held up their blaster rifles. 


"Freeze." 
"Easy, we're friendly." 


"Sarge, they have lightsabers!" One of them called out, pointing to 
the weapons clipped to the teens' belts. "They're Jedi!" 


"I don't know. They don't look like any Jedi I've seen," one of the 
other troopers said dubiously. He then pointed to one of the other 
survivors. "And it looks like they got their lightsabers from one of 
the dead. Just like Slicer there." 


The trooper who had been collecting the lightsabers from the dead 
Starkillers looked back up at Nate and Doran. "Yup those look like 

Jedi sabers alright. Good on ya for taking them down. They're not 

easy to kill." 


Doran's eyebrows shot up at the five already clipped to the trooper's 
belt. "You sure you need any more?" 


"Command taught us to always have confirmation of our kills. To 
never assume that your target is dead until you put a blaster round 
in their head personally," the fourth trooper voiced. "Didn't they 
teach you that in basic training?" 


"I got this," Nate murmured to Doran. He then addressed the 


quartet. "Troopers, we're trying to apprehend the former Supreme 
Commander. You might be able to tell from the alarms going off, 
but he's lost his mind. Can you assist us?" 


"What model are you?" The sergeant of the group asked 
suspiciously. "I haven't seen you around before, but you do look 
vaguely familiar." 


"Prototype templates, the both of us," Nate gestured to Doran and 
himself. "From Timira. They used a bit of your DNA combined with 
some of the mercs they took to make me. He has Starkiller DNA in 
him." 


"It'd be helpful if the egg-heads tell us when they're rolling a new 
line out," the second of the troopers said disgruntledly. "How can 
we do our jobs if they keep us in the dark like this?" 


"Gentlemen, the Supreme Commander?" Nate reminded. 


"Right, if he's trying to flee this place he'd be headed for the main 
hangar bay," the sergeant said, pointing towards a corridor. "We 
have a selection of miniature submersibles and atmospheric craft 
inside." 


"Thanks," Nate said. "Get your wounded tended to and try to keep 
order in this place. If you know anyone who has knowledge about 
the self-destruct systems, send them to the Supreme Commander's 
office. We have people inside working to deactivate it." 


"Yes, sir," the four saluted. 


"Seeing Jintar's uncles was one thing," Doran muttered as they 
sprinted down the corridor once more. "But seeing an entire army of 
people who look exactly the same...that's just weird." 


"Tell me about it," Nate replied. "When I first visited the Kyrimorut 
and saw copies of Uncle Maze all over the place I thought I was 
going crazy. But here, seeing hundreds of them. Seeing those ones 
die in Llats' office? Surreal." 


"Think the ones here think of themselves as Mandalorian?" Doran 
asked, genuinely curious. 


Nate glanced to the younger teen in surprise. "I'm not sure. They 
had Llats and B'arin as trainers, but those two weren't exactly 
shining examples of Mando'‘ade to begin with." 


Again the two had to skid to a halt. This time at the start of another 
chasm-spanning walkway. The gleaming white metal was stained 
red with blood and clone trooper bodies were sprawled out 
everywhere. There was a single Starkiller clone standing in the 
middle of the bridge, his blood-covered blank expression more 
chilling than anything. The clone looked up from the slaughter at 
the teens, his eyes like twin voids. 


"More people here to stop me from reaching her?" The clone said 
softly, his words still somehow reaching Doran and Nate over the 
blaring alarm. 


"We're not here to stop you, go search away," Doran said lightly. 


"You lie!" the Starkiller clone roared, thrusting his hand out. The 
burst of Force-energy steamrolled Doran and Nate, throwing them 
into the wall adjacent to the doorway. 


"Ouch," Doran groaned. 


"Were you really trying to negotiate with an insane Force-using 
clone?" Nate grimaced. 


"Look out!" Doran used the Force to shove Nate just as the Starkiller 
clone came flying through the air with lightsaber extended. 


Doran's action sent Nate sliding across the floor and nearly over the 
edge of the platform. It also had the misfortune of attracting the 
clone's attention. Doran cried out as the clone lifted him up ina 
Force grip, then hurled him through the air and over the side of the 
catwalk. Doran quickly reached out and grabbed the catwalk's 
railing, grimacing as his arms banged painfully against the side of 
the catwalk. He was still alive, only his lightsaber was now falling 
way beyond his reach. 


The Starkiller clone leaped back onto the catwalk, slicing at the 
railing in a sweeping attack. The support struts holding the railing 
were severed, and Doran was suddenly swung out over the cloning 
chamber, a narrow strip of metal the only thing keeping him from 
plummeting to his doom. 


"A little help!" Doran yelled out panickedly as the Starkiller 
prepared to cut that last life-line. 


Nate arrived before the blow landed, shoulder-tackling Starkiller 
and sending the both of them sprawling onto the catwalk. 


"You won't stop me from finding her!" The Starkiller roared in rage, 
thrusting both hands out and sending Nate flying backwards once 
more. 


"Alright, enough!" Nate cursed, kipping back up to his feet. He 
activated both his lightsabers just as the Starkiller clone sent a 
barrage of lightning his way. "I don't know who this Juno is, but 
she's not here! Deal with it!" 


"I don't believe you!" The Starkiller yelled back, the lightning 
intensifying and forcing Nate back a step. 


"Okay, Doran, your turn," Nate grimaced. 


Doran performed an acrobatic flip and landed behind the Starkiller 
clone. Doran could see the numbers Nine-Two-Three tattooed into 
the clone's scalp. 


"Starkiller Nine-Two-Three, stand doooooown!" Doran was sent 
tumbling the opposite direction. 


"I'm Galen! Galen Marek!" The clone said, before gripping his head 
as if a headache was over taking him. He collapsed to his knees, 
moaning pitifully, his lightsaber rolling from his hands. "No, I won't 
let you win, Vader!" 


Just when Nate and Doran were about to breathe a sigh of relief, a 
red saber sliced through the air and decapitated the clone. A figure 
leaped up from the lower levels and landed on the catwalk with an 
audible thunk, 


"Suffer a little stress and snap? Pathetic," a recognizably dressed 
Starkiller clone took the other's place. 


"Starkiller Ten-Zero," Doran guessed, sensing a complete lack of 
emotion from the clone between he and Nate. 


"Correct," the man sneered. He held out both hands, sending a blast 
of lightning in opposite directions at Nate and Doran. The motion 
was so quick and unexpected that it caught Doran offguard and sent 
him convulsing to the ground in agony. The Sith lightning also blew 
the lightsabers out of Nate's hand and blasted him backwards in a 
violent explosion. "To think that mere children could stand against 
me. I am the Supreme Commander's personal enforcer. Die now in 
his name!" 


Doran, wheezing from the body-frying energy, shakily got back to 
his feet. "Sorry, I have a friend I need to save. Can't die just yet." 


Ten-Zero activated his lightsabers, blood red beams standing out 
against the pale skin and musculature of his arms. "You don't have a 
say in this matter." 


Doran slowly back-pedaled as Ten-Zero began stalking him, as if 
enjoying the lead up to the kill. "The Supreme Commander 
activated the self-destruct. We're all going to die unless you help us 
stop it." 


"Doran, quit trying to negotiate with every deranged Jedi in this 
place!" Nate groaned, staggering to his feet, his chest showing a 
wicked burn. "You'll just get the same result! They're clones!" 


Ten-Zero lashed out with both lightsabers and Doran cried out, 
holding his hands out and just barely stopping the humming blades 
centimeters from his face. Ten-Zero continued to press downwards 
against Doran's Force resistance. Doran was slowly forced down to 
his knees, bending backwards as the powerful but insane clone 
began to gain the advantage. 


Just then blasterfire rained down on the catwalk, forcing Ten-Zero 
to break off his attack and deflect the bolts back at the shooters. 
The shooters, the clone sergeant and a few of his men from earlier, 
took cover. Ten-Zero made a gesture and levitated the four soldiers 
into the air, keeping them immobilized at the same time. 


And then was promptly slammed from behind by a blast of Force 
energy from Doran. Ten-Zero flew face-first across the metal 
walkway, growling in anger as he did. A nearby refrigeration unit 
was ripped from its docking space and flung at Doran. Doran 
flattened himself to the ground to let it blow by him and then 
gestured to the bent catwalk railing. It swung back into the catwalk 
like the end of a whip, slamming into the just-getting-up Starkiller 
clone and impaling one of his legs with the shorn metal. 


That only seemed to get him angrier. "This is not how it's going to 
happen!" 


A rippling wave of Force energy flashed out from him in every 
direction. Doran, Nate, the clone troopers, they were all knocked 
back to the ground in the wipe-out attack. Doran was among the 
first to recover, weakly picking himself off the ground as Ten-Zero 
yanked the metal bar from his own leg. Doran's movement caught 


Ten-Zero's attention. 
"You are going to regret that, boy." 


"More than likely," Doran nodded in agreement, eyes widening at 
the sheer amount of dark side energy the deranged clone was 
producing. He hastily backed up until he was off the catwalk. The 
air around the clone rippled and distorted, a crackle of electrical 
energy arcing from the clone. 


Ten-Zero gestured and pieces of machinery and loose cargo crates 
began to levitate around him in a literal cloud of very deadly 
debris. 


"This is so not good," Doran groaned. 


Ten-Zero thrust a hand out and a burst of lightning struck one of 
the objects before it zoomed at high speed towards Doran. Doran 
threw himself to the side and the crate slammed into the wall 
behind him. What Doran hadn't expected was the crate to explode. 
The blast pitched him forward, and Doran just barely managed to 
roll out of the way as an electrified cylindrical lamp slammed into 
the ground he had just occupied. He kipped up, then had to flip 
sideways as a spinning fan unit crackling with electricity flew 
wildly through the air. Another explosion sent Doran flying back 
onto the catwalk. Ten-Zero sneered and thrust both his hands out at 
the same time. A ventilation pipe and a light fixture flew out in 
unison. 


Doran flattened himself onto the catwalk and the crackling 
projectiles narrowly missed him. On the same level as the beheaded 
Starkiller, Doran tried to formulate a plan that would keep him 
from becoming just like the dead clone. He didn't have long to 
think, though and had to push himself up into the air as Ten-Zero 
sent a cooling tube barreling down the catwalk like a freight train. 
But that was as far as Doran got as Ten-Zero then caught him mid- 
air in a Force grip. 


"Enough of this," the Starkiller clone growled. He gestured and 
Doran was sent flying high into the air. 


Rather than panic, Doran made a gesture of his own. As Ten-Zero 
leaped into the air with his lightsabers extended, ready to chop 
Doran in half, the dead Starkiller's lightsaber ignited. Ten-Zero 
heard the sound and looked down. He angled his blades to deflect 
what he assumed was going to be a lightsaber projectile, only to 


have a blast of Force energy from Doran barrel into him. The 
impact reversed his trajectory and caused him to look back up at 
Doran it startled shock. 


And then he landed on the ignited saber, red blade through his 
chest. 


Ten-Zero let out a gasp of disbelief, his lightsabers rolling from his 
hands. Doran landed back onto the catwalk with a pained groan. 
And aside from the blaring alarm and red lights flashing all around, 
everything was still. 

Doran felt a pair of hands help him up. "Nate?" 

"We still have to get Llats," Nate reminded. 

"Your leg can take it?" Doran said, pointing to the leg that had been 
impaled by an insect stinger the day before, and then painfully 
twisted by the Starkiller clone's telekinetic Force attacks. 

"Don't have a choice," Nate shook his head. 

"You're not using the Force again," Doran pointed out, helping to 
support Nate almost as much as the older teen was supporting him. 
"That must hurt like crazy." 

"It does," Nate smiled gamely. "Fortunately we're in a state-of-the- 
art floating medical facility. When this is over, I can get it looked 
at." 


"If Tracyn and Dinua and Maze and Rav stop the self-destruct," 
Doran shrugged. 


"Yeah, that." 

"How much further to the hangar?" Doran wondered aloud. 
"Not much further, sir," the clone trooper sergeant answered, 
coming up behind them with his men. "Rule-Books, Slicer, take 
point. Hunter and I will guard the VIPs." 


"Yes, sir," two of the clone troopers hurried ahead. 


"Nice work back there with Ten-Zero, sirs," the sergeant addressed 
Doran and Nate. 


"Mostly his doing," Nate patted Doran on the shoulder. "I just 
flopped about from the Jedi magic the guy was using." 


"As did we," the sergeant said with a smirk. "Never thought I'd see 
that one get killed. That's one I can tell the Shinies." 


"Hangar's locked down, sir," the trooper the sergeant called Rule- 
Books announced at the blastdoor. 


"I have just the thing for that," Nate held up a Starkiller lightsaber. 
The others backed away and he began to cut through the door. 


More footsteps, and the troopers raised their weapons. 


Doran saw Dinua leading the charge and placed a hand on one of 
the raised rifles. "Stand down, they're friendly. The trooper with 
them is Captain A-Twenty-Six, Maze, Clone War veteran." 


"Sir!" All four clone troopers snapped to attention. 
"It's an honor, sir," the sergeant saluted, looking at Maze in awe. 


Maze raised an eyebrow at Doran before returning the salute. "At 
ease troopers. Sit rep?" 


"Sir, we are currently attempting to penetrate the hangar doors. We 
believe that Supreme Commander Llats Ward will be attempting to 
ex-fil now that a warrant for his arrest has been issued." 


"He's definitely inside," Rav voiced. "We followed his progress on 
the security feeds." 


"I thought there weren't any cameras?" Doran asked. 


"There weren't, but we locked down all the doors to the hangar and 
kept track of the ones that were overridden with his security codes. 
We've locked down the hangar too, so there's nowhere for Llats to 


go " 


"We've taken care of the self-destruct by the way," Tracyn added, 
one hand holding Rali's and the other a blaster pistol. 


Maze nodded in support. "It was a good thing I remembered my old 
army clearance codes and that the system was a standard GAR, 
overload command on this place's main reactors. We just burned 
out a series of non-essential junctures to bleed off the excess 


energy." 

"Good to know," Doran exhaled in relief. 
"Good fight, by the way," Tracyn said perkily. 
"Huh?" 


"With Ten-Zero," the Mandalorian grinned behind her helmet. "Llats' 
office had a view of your fight. Even though it was pretty far away, 
my helmet's HUD has a zoom function. I was giving the others a 
blow-by-blow as we tried to keep the place from blowing up." 


"Are you going to kiss Dinua now?" Rali piped up. "She was really 
really impressed by your fight." 


"I...uhhbh...." Doran felt his cheeks flush, something he didn't miss 
at all. 


"I got it!" Nate announced, the saber finishing its circular doorway 
within the blastdoor. He pushed the metal disc of the cutout section 
in and carefully stepped back. 


"Commander, you know Llats best," Maze looked to Rav. "If he can't 
escape, realizes we've deactivated the self-destruct. What's his next 
move?" 


Rav tilted her head. "He's different than what I remember. But given 
how he's acted, he'll more than likely try to blow the vehicles in the 
hangar. Create a catastrophic breach and sink the place." 


"Then we can't give him too long," Nate said grimly. 
"Tl go first," Doran volunteered. 


"Here," Nate passed the lightsaber over to the younger teen. "You'll 
need it more than me." 


"Be careful," Tracyn said nervously. 


Doran peeked through the hole in the blastdoor. When no beam-of- 
imminent death greeted him, he stepped through. The hangar was 
pitch-black, the red beam of the lightsaber Doran's only source of 
illumination. He inwardly grumbled at his loss of multi-spectrum 
seeing, and the fact that he wasn't a four-meter tall walking tank, 
and took a cautious step forward. 


"That's far enough." Llats' voice echoed from seemingly everywhere. 
§ ry 


"Come on, Llats," Doran called back. "You don't want to die, I don't 
want to die. Give up." 


"Not likely." 


A thunderous banging sound rang out and only Doran's Jedi reflexes 
managed to block the metal projectile in time. 


"Look, it doesn't have to be like this," Doran tried again. Listening to 
his mom try and talk down various mad-men with varying degrees 
of success, he had a bucket of lines to choose from. "Go back to 
Mandalore with Rav. Be among your people again." 


"Here I am the ruler. The people look to me for guidance. Their fates are 
mine. What do I have left on Manda'yaim? Nothing. I have no family, 
no fortune waiting for me. The galaxy is falling apart and I can wait it 
out down here in the oceans of this planet. You will not stop me!" 


More gun retorts, and Doran's arms wove an intricate pattern as he 
batted aside the series of shots aimed his way. 


"Doran?" Dinua called out from the doorway. 


"I'm okay," Doran answered. "Stay back! Llats is just being difficult. 
He's holed up somewhere and his gun has a flash-suppressor." 


"I'm coming in, cover me," Tracyn shouted back, evidently choosing 
to ignore his advice. 


Doran inched back to the doorway. Tracyn had placed her 
Mandalorian helmet over her head and was approaching with 
blaster-pistol drawn. Lacking a chest plate because of the earlier 
fight, Dinua stayed where she was though, watching the events 
unfold through her own helmet. 


"When you were in the control room, couldn't you have at least 
disabled that alarm?" Doran remarked lightly, feeling Tracyn's hand 
at the small of his back. 


"Probably should have," Tracyn grimaced. She gazed about the 
hangar with her nightvision activated. "Go ahead and advance, I'm 
right behind you." 


Doran carefully stepped back into the hangar, letting his eyes close 


and his senses stretch out. More gunshots, Doran's arms swung once 
more. This time Tracyn's own blaster retaliated, red bolts of energy 
stitching a docking berth on the upper level. 


"Missile!" Tracyn yelled in warning as Llats fired off a wrist- 
mounted warhead. 


Doran held out both hands and redirected the projectile into the 
ceiling, the bright explosion momentarily illuminating the darkened 
room. Tracyn strafed Llat's position, using her hand to guide Doran 
forward as she did. Doran saw the flare of a rocket-pack and 
watched Llats take to the air. The delusional Mandalorian was now 
wielding twin blaster pistols and launched a counter-attack of his 
own. 


One of the bolts managed to blow off the top of the lightsaber he 
was using, and Doran quickly used the Force to send Tracyn rolling 
into cover as two more bolts pierced his squish form. One bolt had 
grazed his thigh, the other his upper shoulder. He collapsed, 
groaning and definitely missing his indestructible metal form. 


Tracyn rolled back out from cover and let loose a spray of bolts of 
her own, and Llats took refuge on top of a miniature submersible 
hanging from the ceiling. 

"Doran," Tracyn said tersely. 


"Still alive," Doran remarked, pulling himself behind a cargo crate. 
"I really forgot how much getting shot hurts. Where did Llats go?" 


"Somewhere above us," Tracyn remarked, scanning the ceiling. 
"Mandalorian girl, you're almost out of ammo," Llats said in 
amusement. "Or were you not keeping track of the blaster bolts you 
fired?" 

"Just great," Doran groaned. 


"What?" Tracyn said, worriedly looking to Doran. 


"He's the type of villain that likes the sound of his own voice," 
Doran sighed. 


Tracyn couldn't help but smile wanly at that. "Bet you ten credits he 
starts going on about how it'll be impossible for us to beat him?" 


"That's probably coming up next," Doran smiled in her direction. 
"You didn't think I'd allow mere children to defeat me?" 
"Good thing you didn't take the bet," Tracyn chuckled. 


"I was a member of the Cuy'val Dar. The best of the best. I've had more 
training than you can possibly imagine. Seen more things and done more 
things than you ever will." 


"Wait, do you hear a beeping sound?" Doran said during the 
Mandalorian's monologue. 


Tracyn tilted her head, then nodded. "From somewhere above...it 
sounds like a...." 


"Bomb!" Doran called out just as the clamp holding the mini-sub 
erupted in a ball of bright light. The submersible immediately 
plummeted through the air amid the fiery debris that rained down. 


Tracyn and Doran frantically dove away to avoid being crushed. 
And that was when Llats made his appearance once more. Rocket- 
pack firing, he slammed into a disoriented Tracyn like a charging 
Reek. Lifting the petite teen into the air and driving her into the 
hangar door. He held up an arm, a wrist blade flaring to life. Before 
he could plunge it into Tracyn, however, Doran reached out and 
yanked the Mandalorian off of her. 


Llats whirled back around, a wrist cannon spewing a jet of flame at 
Doran and forcing him to roll behind the fallen submersible. Tracyn 
recovered and delivered a running drop-kick to Llats' back, 
staggering the larger man. He spun back around, backhanding 
Tracyn as he did. Doran kicked out, dropping Llats to one knee. 
Tracyn, from her position on the ground, swept her leg out and 
caught Llats in his helmeted head. 


The Mandalorian snarled and activated his jetpack once more, 
dropping a cluster of grenades as he took off. This time it was 
Tracyn who tackled Doran back into cover as the grenades 
exploded. 


"Tracyn!" Doran yelled in worry. 


"I'm the one with armor Dikut," Tracyn exhaled, then groaned in 
pain when she tried to move. 


Doran reached out to search her back and found a piece of shrapnel 
sticking out of her. "You're the Di‘kut! Now I owe you again." 


"Get us out of this mess and I'll call it even," Tracyn hissed back. 
"Like Nate said, we're in a high-tech medical facility. I'll be fine." 


"I tire of this! Stand still and die!" 
"Make him shut up, please," Tracyn grumbled. 
Doran nodded. "Will do." 


The multiple explosions and crashes had sparked a number of fires 
in the hangar, taking away the darkness for the most part that had 
provided Llats the advantage. There were still many shadowy 
corners and nooks that the Mandalorian could use, however, much 
to Doran's annoyance. 


Doran pressed a hand to Tracyn's forehead for a moment. "I'm going 
to send you back to the others. Hang in there." 


"Yay a free Jedi ride," Tracyn said with forced cheer. 


Doran gestured vigorously and Tracyn's injured body was sent 
sliding across the hangar ground towards the hole in the door. As 
expected, he saw Llats appear and try and track the helpless 
Mandalorian. 


"Llats!" Doran yelled out, concentrating as he did. 


The deranged Mandalorian swung his blaster towards Doran, only 
to see a jetski shoot out from its bay on a ballistic course towards 
his location. Llats was forced to dive out of the way as the jetski 
slammed into the pillar behind him in an explosive fireball. He got 
back up to his feet, only to see the jetski's partner fly towards him 
as well. This time the blast knocked Llats back down to ground 
level. 


He recovered quickly, activating his jetpack and slamming into 
Doran much like he had earlier with Tracyn. The only difference 
was that Doran was a great deal taller and heavier than the 
Mandalorian teen. The impact had both of them sprawling on the 
ground in a fierce hand-to-hand fight. Llats had the advantage of 
having armor plating and experience, as well as the fact that Doran 
had two blaster wounds. Doran solely had the Force helping him 
dodge or block what attacks he could. Llats' rocket-pack drove them 


both into a corner of the hangar. The impact dislodged the pack 
from Llats' back and sent it careening off a wall. 


Llats slammed Doran hard against the floor and extended his wrist 
blade once more. "And now, you die." 


"You first," Dinua's voice said coldly from behind Llats. 


The Mandalorian whirled back around only to see a blaster aimed 
directly at his face. "Osik!" 


Dinua's blaster discharged, and Llats' body limply fell to the side 
and off of Doran. 


"Dinua," Doran nodded his thanks as she helped him to his feet. 


"Tracyn tagged me in," Dinua said glibly. She looked back to the 
doorway. "All clear! Llats is neutralized." 


The others entered, slightly taken aback by the level of destruction 
they were seeing. 


"That's what happens when you combine Jedi and Mandalorian 
destructive tendencies," Doran answered their questioning looks 
with a dry laugh. 


Tracyn, being supported by Maze and Nate, laughed as well. "So 
keep us far away from anything that can blow up." 


"That's not going to work," Doran bantered, leaning on Dinua. "If it 
doesn't blow up, you can guarantee we'll find some way to make it 
blow up." 


"Mandalorians and Jedi do have a history of fighting with each 
other," Rav added lightly, carrying Rali against her. "And many 
things blew up when that happened." 


"Well, fortunately, we managed to stop this place from blowing up," 
Maze sighed. He glanced back towards the clone troopers in the 
doorway. "B'arin and Llats are dead." 


"So are Vhonte and Cort," Tracyn said soberly. 
"Not exactly how I thought it would happen when I thought about 


being the last of the Cuy'val Dar operating outside of Manda'yaim," 
Rav said with a sigh. "Only one target left." 


"Alpha," Maze said grimly. "My big brother." 
FtF Chapter End FtF 


A\N: One chapter in this arc to go! Up next week! 


15. Forging Goodbyes 
Forging Goodbyes 
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The rest of the day passed in relative normalcy. Well, as normal as a 
moble, underwater cloning facility full of rejected clone templates 
and immoral cloners could be after enduring an unexpected shake- 
up of their routine. The chaos the Starkillers had unleashed had 
been facility-wide, with machinery and corpses all around. Though 
the alarms had stopped and the red lights returned to their normal 
white, that had just made the damage all the more apparent. 


The injuries the teenagers had all sustained had been treated in the 
underwater lab's voluminous med-bay, a combination of Kaminoan, 
droid, and cloned doctors making short work of their treatment. 
Doran still wasn't sure what was stranger, having a long-necked 
doctor peer down at him from nearly a meter above his bed, or 
having two doctors who looked identical to the renowned bounty- 
hunter Aurra Sing change the dressing on his blaster wounds. The 
Kaminoan, mistaking Doran's unease for fear, had given reassurance 
that only made Doran all the more uncomfortable. 


"Do not worry. The clones in the med-bay have had their genome altered 
to remove all aggression and usual hostility exhibited by the original 
specimen. In addition, they were given increased empathy and a capacity 
for selflessness. The perfect traits for clones serving in the medical field. I 
can assure you that the memory-imprints we have applied are fully up to 
date on human anatomy as well as treatment for a wide variety of 
injuries and ailments." 


Doran still wasn't sure how he was going to relay this story to his 
mom...or Sannah for that matter. There was just no way either of 
them would believe that he had gone to Kamino and battled an 
army of deranged clones led by deranged Mandalorians all the 
while pretending to be a mercenary group participating in a 
Yuuzhan Vong competition so that he could get data to save his 
friend, who was the son of a clone. Yup, there was just no easy way 
of making that believable. 


Then again, he and his mom did have their fair share of 'out-of-this- 
galaxy' adventures. 


They generally had a lot less death though. 


"Maybe I shouldn't have given those two orders," Doran muttered, 
looking out a med-bay window at the main chasm. "It got a lot of 
people killed." 


"You didn't and we'd have clone troopers and Starkillers both trying 
to kill us," Tracyn said sympathetically. She was laying face-down 
in her own medical bed, her back swathed in bacta bandages. 


"I hate to say it, but it was definitely one of those ‘better them than 
us' situations," Nate agreed. 


"Doesn't make me feel any better," Doran sighed. "I mean, they're 
clones programmed to obey set commands. Didn't have a chance to 
disobey with the control chips in their heads. I sent them to fight 
insane Force-sensitive clones. For most of them I might as well have 
put a blaster to their head and finished them off like Dinua did with 
Llats. You guys can tell me otherwise, but you're the ones with 
Mandalorian blood running through your blood. I'm a Jedi. It's like I 
have to feel guilty about things like this." 


They heard the med-bay door swoosh open and glanced over to see 
Dinua and Rali enter. 


"Hey," Tracyn greeted. 
"Find Alpha?" Doran asked. 


Dinua frowned and shook her head. "We have teams looking 
everywhere, but so far nothing." 


"Wonderful." 


"We're going to leave it to Rav and the clones, though. We need to 
get back to Manda'yaim to help Skirata," Dinua said evenly. She 
reached into a container on her utility belt and held up a 
datacrystal. "This is everything and more about the Null and Alpha 
cloning programs. It should be exactly what those at the Kyrimorut 
need." 


"How are we getting off this boat then?" Tracyn asked, pulling on a 
loose cotton shirt over her bandage-wrapped torso. "We're in the 
middle of an ocean." 


"Maze is bringing the Gray Side in on remote," Dinua pointed 
towards the air. "I'm actually here to get all of you over to the 
primary airlock. We're trying to time it so that the Gray Side arrives 


just as the lab surfaces. We don't want to give any Vongese the 
slightest idea that this place exists." 


"I'm all for that," Nate agreed, swinging his legs out of bed. He 
began gathering his gear that had been set by his bedside, taking 
one last long look out the window Doran had been focused on 
moments earlier. "Can't say I'm going to miss this place. But I 
definitely won't forget it." 


Rali walked up to Doran and held out her arms in the universal 
little-kid language for 'carry me’. Doran couldn't help but feel his 
heart lighten at the gesture and he bent down and scooped her up. 
"Did you have fun with Dinua?" 


"Everyone here looks the same," Rali nodded. "Dinua said that they 
were clones. What's a clone?" 


"When someone makes an exact copy of you using technology," 
Doran answered, shifting his arm position to more comfortably hold 
the Zeltron limpet attached to him. He began to walk towards the 
window with her. Dinua, out of his sight, watched him with an 
almost fond expression as he did. "Like a factory that makes boots 
or helmets or clothes. They use the same design and make the same 
thing over and over again. See those round things, they're like copy- 
machines that make dozens of Uncle Mazes or bald ladies at the 
same time." 


"Why would anyone want to make that many copies of Uncle 
Maze?" Rali asked innocently. "Or the bald ladies? Or the long-neck 
people." 


"The long-neck people aren't clones," Doran chuckled lightly. "They 
just look very similar to us. As for the other two? Someone liked 
having many of them around so made lots of them." 


"That's so weird," Rali made a face. 

"No kidding," Nate laughed. He clapped Doran on the shoulder. 
"Come on, we should get going. I can feel the Gray Side 
approaching." 


"I don't feel anything," Rali piped up. She looked to Doran. "I'm still 
a Jedi though, right?" 


"Don't worry, I don't feel anything either," Doran rubbed her back. 
He began to take her to the med-bay exit, nodding at an impassive 


Dinua as he did. "Nate's had the ship longer so he's probably more 
attached to it than we are." 


"In more ways than one," Nate grinned. He stopped at Tracyn's bed- 
side and squatted down next to her. "Ma'am, your ride." 


Tracyn blinked a couple of times, then laughed an amused laugh 
and climbed onto his back for a piggy-back ride. "You sure this isn't 
going to hurt your leg?" 


"It's the clone genes. Built like a landspeeder," Nate bantered, 
holding onto her with one arm while flexing the other one. 


"I just started liking you, Nate," Doran said flatly 


"Tll carry the little one if you want her instead," Nate said with a 
mischievous smirk. 


"Never mind," Doran muttered, deflating. 


"Hey Rali, I bet my ride can beat your ride to the airlock!" Tracyn 
called out playfully. 


Rali looked to Doran, then swung clambered around him so that she 
was attached to his back much like Tracyn was attached to Nate's. 
"Mine is faster." 

"Get my armor crate for me, Jeban?" Tracyn called out as she lightly 
dug her heels into Nate's side. "First one to touch the airlock wins! 
Mush! Mush!" 


"Don't want to let your passenger down, Doran!" Nate called out, 
breezing by a bemused Doran and out the door. 


"We're falling behind!" Rali pouted. 


"I'm going, I'm going!" Doran said hastily. "Sorry about leaving you 
with baggage duty, Dinua." 


"Just go," Dinua exhaled, shaking her head to hide her smile. 
"Doran-Droid! Go!" Rali tugged on Doran's hair like they were reins. 
"Going!" Doran raced off the other two. 


Dinua glanced at the trio of small crates that held the belongings of 


her friends, then looked over to one of the equally perplexed cloned 
healers. "I don't suppose I can borrow a hover-stretcher to move 
these over to the airlock?" 


FtF II FtF 


The alien sounds of laughter and giggles filled the hallways of the 
underwater cloning facility as Doran and Nate raced down the halls. 


"Hurry, they're catching up!" Tracyn laughed, looking over her 
shoulder and exchanging faces with Rali. 


"Rali's twice as small as you are!" 
"Is that a comment about my weight?" Tracyn glanced to her mount. 


"No, ma'am," Nate wisely replied. "Don't worry, I'm kicking it up a 
notch!" 


Doran felt the Force flow through Nate shortly before the grandson 
of Alpha-98 Jangotat, son of an Altisian Jedi, and all-around pretty- 
boy took off faster than was humanly possible. 


"Force Speed is cheating!" Doran yelled, drawing on the Force and 
loping after the older teen. Rali giggled in his ear, clinging onto him 
and urging him onwards. 


"Not cheating if you can do it too!" Nate said with a broad grin. "Try 
and keep up!" 


Nate leaped off the catwalk and landed on a rising cloning platform. 
"You're going to get us both killed," Tracyn squawked. 


"It's almost like you don't trust me at all," Nate said teasingly. 


once more as Nate vaulted them into the air and seemingly missed 
his targeted ledge. However, a split second later, another cloning 
platform disembarked from its station and Nate landed on the very 
edge. 


"I thought you wanted to win? Where's your Mandalorian spirit of 
daring and adventure." 


Doran watched Nate leap from platform to platform, then looked to 


Rali. "Still want to win?" 
Watching Nate's progress with wide eyes, Rali nodded mutely. 


"Okay Rali, here's the plan," Doran made no move to follow Nate. 
After explaining what he had in mind to his side-kick, he walked 

over to a nearby door. "What floor did Dinua say the main airlock 
was?" 


"Five," Rali held out her fingers in emphasis. 


"Floor five it is," Doran said, stepping into the turbolift and hitting 
the button. They were propelled at almost rocket-like speeds 
through the tube, arriving at their floor a few seconds later. 
Another quick jaunt had them arrive in their target hallway. 


"Doran, Rali," Maze—standing with Rav Bralor and a squadron of 
clone troopers—waved at them. His eyebrows rose in amusement. 
"Where are the others?" 

"Nate's being Nate with Tracyn," Doran said dourly, slowing his 
pace to a walk. "And Dinua's taking pity on us wounded and 
bringing our gear." 


"I don't see them," Rali avidly looked through the nearby hallways. 
"Maybe we didn't need the plan." 


The maintenance hatch between Doran and the others opened, and 
Nate dropped in with a dramatic 'tada!' 


"What?" Rali gaped, looking entirely put out. 


"Great job, Nate, you beat a six year old girl," Doran deadpanned as 
Rali looked like she was about to cry. 


"Tracyn was the one that wanted to win!" Nate stammered 
defensively, shaking his head at Rali pleadingly. 


"Right, make the Kyr'tsad the bad guy," Tracyn lightly pounded the 
top of his head and dislodged herself from his back. 


"Doran-Droid! Forward!" Rali suddenly urged, her face growing into 
a smile. 


Doran glanced back to her with a grin. "Roger, roger!" 


He took the final few steps to the airlock door and bent forward so 
that Rali could touch it. "We win!" 


"That was a dirty trick!" Nate complained. 


"I believe you said it wasn't cheating if you could do it too," Doran 
remarked, setting Rali down and high-fiving her. "We just thought 
of it first." 


Dinua arrived a few minutes later pushing a hover-stretcher with 
their belongings. "Think I have everything." 


"Thanks again, Jeban," Tracyn grinned, pulling her armor crate 
from the stretcher. She glanced at the contents with a grimace. "My 
armorer is going to have my hide for getting another set of 
beskar'gam ruined." 


"At least you'll be alive for him to gripe to," Rav chuckled. 


"You kidding?" Tracyn smirked, shaking her head. "After he yells at 
me for ruining his 'piece of art,' he'll beat himself up for not making 
an armor worthy of the 'true' heir of the Kyr'tsad legacy. I'll then 
have to convince him that ritual suicide won't guarantee that the 
next set I get will be any better." 


"Happen often?" Doran asked wryly. 


"Ruined my first armor set when I was eleven," Tracyn said with a 
proud smile. "Some dikutla Mando'‘ade Protectorates tried to 
assassinate me for fear that I'd follow in my parents' footsteps. 
Thermite-phosphorus bomb would have killed me if it wasn't for the 
armor. Two years ago, when I was fifteen, Kyr'tsad loyal to one of 
the other factions tried to set a trap for me and several other faction 
heads. The resulting shoot-out ruined my second set. This would be 
the third." 


"Ruined by an avoidable grenade blast you got while protecting a 
Jedi. Your armorer is going to be thrilled," Rav pointed out. 


"Oh, right. I'll just say it was a grenade blast from an elite member 
of the Cuy'val Dar and earn tons of points with him," Tracyn said 
after a moment of thought. 


"Prepare for venting and ballast release, surfacing in T-minus ten 
minutes." The announcement came over the intercom. 


"The final ten minutes in this place," Nate said almost whimsically. 
He walked over to the nearby balcony overlooking the surreal forest 
of cloning chambers and crisscrossing walkways. "I can't believe the 
last two days are almost over." 


"For you, maybe," Maze replied softly. 


Nate and the others immediately looked to the former ARC. 
"Uncle?" 


"I've decided to stay," Maze said, running a hand through his 
graying hair. "Someone has to lead this lot, and I'm definitely not 
going to leave it in the hands of the Kaminoans." 


"But...uncle," Nate swallowed heavily. "What about your wife, and 
Zey?" 


"I...1 won't be much good to either of them for much longer," Maze 
forced a smile. "I'd rather they remember me for who I am, than 
what I'm becoming. And who knows, the Kaminoans here might just 
find a way to keep my brain from scrambling. Just tell Ariele and 
Zey...tell them I love them and that I wouldn't trade my time with 
them for anything. Not their fault I had a factory defect. " 


"Tl be staying long enough to help him get set up," Rav added 
softly, looking to Dinua. "But I'll be returning to Manda'yaim once 
I'm done." 


"Are you sure you want to do this?" Tracyn asked Maze. 


Maze glanced to the clone troopers with Rav, and his smile softened 
and became genuine. "Definitely. Can't let my little brothers and...1 
guess in this case, sisters...be raised by people who couldn't give a 
bantha's behind about them. Whether it's one year or twenty, 
whatever time this body has left, I want to make every moment 
count. Can you think of a better way?" 


Tracyn stepped forward and hugged Maze. "Thanks for helping us 
get the data for Jintar." 


Maze awkwardly returned the hug. "You're welcome, Gedyc. Don't 
compromise your ideals for anyone, not even for Mand'adlor himself." 


"I won't," Tracyn said with a determined nod, stepping back. 


"What would you like me to tell those at the Kyrimorut?" Dinua 


asked, eyes shining. 

"Give Kal my best and thank him for everything he's done for me 
and all the others clones out there," Maze replied. "I guess, in a way, 
I'll be carrying on his legacy in this place." 

"Will I see you again?" Nate whispered. 

"Who knows," Maze stepped forward and pulled Nate into a one- 
armed hug. "The galaxy is a big place. When the war is over, when 
things have settled down, maybe the Altisians would be willing to 
send a trade delegation this far out into the Rishi Maze. Until then, 
Nate keep living each day as you have." 

"T will, uncle." 


"And tell your mom that I'm sorry I couldn't make it back for that 
dinner she had planned for us." 


"She'll understand if I tell her you had family obligations," Nate said 
with a watery smile. He coughed to hide a sob and stepped back, 
wiping at his eyes. 


A deafening bang filled the air, and for a moment, no one 
comprehended what had just happened. 


"Nate?" Tracyn gasped, horrorstruck. 

Nate looked down to see a gaping hole in the center of his chest. A 
hand reflexively went up to cover the wound, and his legs gave out 
as he then toppled to the ground. 


"Nate!" Doran yelled, skidding down to a halt next to the fallen 
teen. 


Another bang filled the air, and this time one of the clone troopers 
next to Maze was thrown back into the wall. 


"Sniper!" One of the other troopers called out. "Get to cover!" 
"Alpha-Seventeen," Rav clenched her jaw as she donned her helmet. 
"Get out of here," Nate moaned weakly. 


"What?" Doran looked to the teen. 


"Not you," Nate shook his head, eyes squeezed close. "Him. The real 
me." 


Doran took a moment to realize that Nate shouldn't be conscious or 
even capable of speech after having a fist-sized hole punched 
through the middle of his chest. It was then that the puzzle that was 
Nate began to make sense. Very carefully, he lifted the hand Nate 
was using to cover the wound. Aside from a superficial amount of 
blood, there were no liquefied or charred organs exposed to the 
laboratory air. Instead, there were sparking and fizzling electronics 
that clicked and whirred. 


"Guess I should reintroduce myself," Nate said with a weak smile, a 
milky fluid pouring from the sides of his mouth and nose. He looked 
over to Doran and to the stunned looking Tracyn and Dinua who 
had been watching, gave them a wink, then closed his eyes once 
more. "HRD model NA-8. One moment. Damn it, Nate, get lost. I'm 
not the first one you've gotten wrecked. No regrets, remember? I've 
had fun, you've had fun. Go!" 


Doran could only stare in astonishment as he felt Nate's Force- 
presence once again completely leave the older teen in front of him. 
Nate was gone, yet still alive and healthy? He shook his head, 
unable to comprehend it. "What...Nate?" 


"The real Nate, son of Alpha-Ninety-Eight was born with severe 
birth defects," NA-8 began, but his voice began to be accompanied 
by static and electronic beeps. "Force-sensitive but with a smaller 
than average heart and near non-existent immune system. Force 
can't fix what was never there, and all the genome correcting in the 
galaxy can't repair the DNA misfires. The NA-8 line was purchased 
by the Altisians as a way of letting Nate explore the galaxy outside 
of his sterile quarters. Hope you meet him some day, he's really a 
great guy." 


"Then the way you were acting throughout this mission..." Dinua 
asked carefully. 


"Oh that was all him," NA-8 answered, his jaw forming a half-smile. 
"I'm imprinted with his personality matrix and as Doran probably 
guessed, occasionally host his Force-spirit." 

"We'll be sure to stop by Bespin someday," Tracyn said hoarsely. 


"Great, it'll mean...a lot...a lot..a...system error. Power failure. 
Unable to write to memory, cognitive functions failing. Replaying 


final recorded message. So, I guess this is good bye. Thanks for 
putting up with me and teaching me more about the galaxy. Do me 
a favor and if my memory chips are intact return it to the 
Chu'unthor on Bespin. I don't want the next NA-8 to miss out on 
anything I experienced. Good bye. All systems shutting down." 


The trio of young teens watched in anguish as Nate's body went 
completely limp, the blinking lights switching off and the whirring 
machinery visible in his chest going still. Doran, Tracyn, and Dinua 
completely ignored the gunbattle in the background as Alpha-17 
and several clone models loyal to him engaged the rest of the 
complex in a fierce firefight. Despite the ferocity of their surprise 
attack, there were more people shooting back at them and their 
numbers were falling fast. 


"Surfacing in five, four, three, two, one..." the mobile underwater 
label swayed as it broke the stormy seas of Kamino. 


"Get on board the Gray Side," Maze barked to the others. "The Vong 
aren't going to overlook its unexpected departure!" 


"And Nate?" Doran said, looking up. "He's..." 


"Like he said, it isn't the first time that boy's gotten his HRD killed," 
Maze shook his head. "Just get him back to Bespin and they'll take 
care of the rest." 


"And Alpha and the fight!" Tracyn called back, snapped back to 
reality by Maze's order. 


"That's a family problem," Maze winked at her. "Go!" 


"Come on," Dinua urged quickly, shooing Rali into the airlock. "The 
docking sequence is complete." 


Despite the chaos still unfolding behind them, Tracyn and Doran 
reluctantly obeyed. Doran half-carried Nate's body with them while 
Tracyn and Dinua covered their hasty escape. Several stray 
blasterbolts pinged off the walls, but none found their mark. 


Maze moved over to the airlock control panel and gave them one 
last wave. "Have a safe trip back kids!" He turned to several clone 
troopers with him. "Come on brothers! We have some idiots 
suffering extreme brain failure to take care of!" 


The last the three teens and one bewildered six year old saw as the 


door closed was the veteran ARC rallying the troops and charging 
forward with an energetic yell. 


"Come on, Vong ships are inbound." Nate's voice startled them out of 
their revere. 


"Nate?" Tracyn said incredulously. 

"You have to take the helm! It takes too much effort to maintain a 
connection and steer this ship at the same time," Nate's voice came out 
of the ship's speaker system. 


"But you died," a confused Rali said, speaking to the nearest speaker 
as the teens scrambled to reach the cockpit. 


"That was just my robot body," Nate said in a reassuring voice. "Like 
how Doran was in the battle droid." 


"Oh, okay," Rali absorbed the information. "Did it hurt getting shot? 
Your robot body has a big hole in it." 


"Didn't feel a thing," Nate answered back disingenuously. "Go on and 
strap yourself in, Rali. We've still got bad guys to out run." 


Rali nodded obediently and moved to a nearby chair. "Where are 
you now if your robot got broken?" 


"I'm the ship, it's my body now." 
Rali knocked on the bulkhead. "You're a ship now?" 


"I'm okay Rali, really. Just hang on and I'll have you and the others out 
of this in no time." 


"Okay," Rali's head bobbed again. 
In the cockpit, things were a bit more hectic. 


"Oh great, a squad of Vongese fighters," Tracyn muttered, looking 
over a control console. 


"And the frigate trying to cut us off," Dinua agreed with Tracyn's 
worried assessment. 


"This is an Altisian ship," Doran tried to reassure both as he pulled 
on the yoke and sent the ship into a sharp climb. "It can take 


anything those Vong throw at us." 


"Within reason," a holographic version of Nate pointed out, 
appearing on the holocom pad. "It's a transport vessel not a warship." 


"Gedyc, are your people still nearby?" 
"The Vongese frigate is jamming us," Tracyn said in frustration. 


"Then we just have to get clear of their signal," Doran aimed the 
ship downwards again. 


"Doran, we're trying to escape Kamino," Dinua reminded. "That 
mu 


means we want to go 'up’. 
"The Vongese will fry us before we break high orbit," Doran shook 
his head. The cockpit flashed as blazes of plasma began to streak 
by. "We need Tracyn's people to bail us out and we can't get to them 
if we're in the frigate's range. I have an idea." 

"Not those, please," Tracyn said with mock horror. "Your last idea 
had us making up a plan to free thousands of slaves on the spot and 
nearly got us blasted apart." 


"And like last time, your people are going to come in and save the 
day." 


"I don't like owing the Kry'tsad," Dinua said flatly. 


"Think of not blasting Tracyn even though there's a kill order out 
for her as repayment," Doran said hopefully. 


"That works." 

"Gee...thanks Jeban." 

A plasma blast rocked the ship and sensors began to squawk. 
"The frigate has a bead on us!" Tracyn warned. 

"Almost there!" 


"You're heading towards Tipoca City?" Dinua asked, seeing the 
bright capital of Kamino ahead. 


"Uh huh." Doran dropped the ship even lower so that they were just 
skimming above the turbulent ocean. 


"I'm not designed for water landings, just so you know," Nate 
complained. 


"Tipoca City is hailing us," Tracyn mentioned. 


"Tell them that the Yuuzhan Vong are attempting to conquer the 
planet and take their race prisoner because of all the valuable 
knowledge they have," Doran said, busy evading the plethora of 
deadly projectiles flung their way. "Tell them to contact the New 
Republic's Wraith Squadron if they have any doubts." 


"Do you really think they'll believe it?" Dinua said in a low voice as 
Tracyn relayed the information. 


"They're a race that likes to play god," Doran said flatly. "Who ever 
is in charge of a race of gods will have an ego big enough to believe 
that this is about them and not us. Trust me, mom did this to this 
corrupt Bothan politician a while back. Made him believe a special 
investigation force called over for dinner was actually investigating 
him." 


"How'd that end out?" Dinua asked, angling the deflectors once 
more. 


"The politician panicked, went on a long monologue about how he 
had stayed ahead of the game for so long and how he wouldn't be 
brought down by a Jedi 'dog' and her brat of a son. He then ranted 
about how clever he was for committing the various crimes he'd 
been committing and getting away with it. Fun things happened 
after." 


"And this is going to work with the Kaminoans....how?" 
"Just wait." 


"Our shields are nearly depleted. Vongese weaponry are eating right 
through it." 


"If it wasn't for the Altisian-made armor plating, you'd have several hull 
breaches right now," Nate grumped. 


Then, what looked like an armory's worth of warheads were 
sprayed out of the Kaminoan city. The Yuuzhan Vong fighter-craft 
in pursuit were swatted out of the sky like flies. 


"Yes!" Doran pumped his fist. 


The Yuuzhan Vong frigate tried to pull away, but it was already in 
the atmosphere because of its attempts to shoot down the Gray Side. 
Tipoca City's turbolaser planetary defense batteries opened fire in a 
brutal barrage that annihilated the Yuuzhan Vong craft in a single 
volley. 


"Ouch," Tracyn winced. 


"The other Yuuzhan Vong ships in the area are moving to engage," Nate 
warned. 


"It's time we got out of here," Doran aimed the ship back upwards. 


"Doran, Tipoca City is locking weapons onto us!" Dinua said in 
alarm. 


"Oh hell," Nate groaned. 


"Ten seconds 'til hyperspace window," Tracyn eked. A turbolaser 
breezed by them, and only Doran's Force-enhanced reflexes 
prevented them from mimicking the Yuuzhan Vong frigate. "Please 
go faster, please go faster. Go, go, go, go!" 


The turbolasers began to increase in number and frequency, filling 
the cockpit window with a barrage of lethal red light. 


"Clear of Kamino's gravity shadow!" Dinua yelled. 
"Entering hyperspace now!" Doran punched the hyperdrive button. 


The stars elongated all around them and the Gray Side leaped away 
from Kamino at long last. 


FtF III FtF 


Time seemed to go much more slowly for the occupants of the 
Altisian transport vessel. With no threats of imminent death, 
Yuuzhan Vongfied creatures, or deranged clones, the young teens 
and one six year old were finally able to relax. They took turns 
getting some shut-eye, taking the same winding course the Gray 
Side had traveled to get to Kamino. The one on watch often passed 
the time chatting with Nate, though the topics differed depending 
on the person. 


"So there I was, butt-naked and surrounded by vicious killers who 
wanted to skewer me," Nate regaled a giggling Tracyn. "My HRD was 


cursing me to the hells of Kessel for getting us in the situation in the first 
place." 


"What did you do?" Doran heard Tracyn's voice filter from the 
cockpit. 


"Well, I certainly couldn't raise my hands in surrender. They were the 
only things holding the pillow in place. I mean, the girls already wanted 
to kill me for sleeping with their cousin. Who was actually the younger 
sister of one of the girls too. I didn't want to give them a more obvious 
target." 


"I'm surprised you got out of it at all," Tracyn said agreeably. 


"Fortunately Mereel heard the commotion and decided to check it out. I 
guess he recognized the situation I was in because he took pity on me. I 
think. He hauls me up by my neck and I have no chance of keeping the 
pillow or sheets in place. While I'm dangling there, Mereel starts to give 
me this very loud lecture about defiling Skirata's granddaughters and the 
like. At the same time, he gives me this wink and a thumbs up. He then 
half carries, half drags me out into the hall. Of course his yelling had 
drawn the attention of the rest of the Kyrimorut. When he lets his grip go 
and I stumble out into the hall, pretty much all of the Kyrimorut gets a 
good look at me." 


"Oh gods, I'd pay good money to see that," Tracyn laughed 
uproariously. 


"Talk to Mereel about it. I'm pretty sure he got it on holo," Nate 
deadpanned. 


Doran knocked on the cockpit door. "Kay, Tracyn. Your shift's over. 
Go and get some sleep." 


"Think happy dreams," Nate said, making him the slickest sounding 
ship Doran had ever heard. 


"Don't make me mute the comm-system," Doran glared. 

Tracyn patted Doran's arm in amusement and hopped once to give 
Doran a quick kiss on his cheek. "You're really cute when you're 
jealous, Baby Hairless Wookie One." 


"What! Jealous? I'm not jealous." Doran felt his cheeks flush, but he 
couldn't help but watch Tracyn as she left the cockpit. 


"You're one lucky bastard, you know that," Nate sighed. 

"Yeah," Doran smiled faintly before he could help himself. He shook 
his head from his thoughts and slid into the pilot's chair Tracyn had 
vacated. "Hey Nate, you think you can make a long-distance holo- 
call for me?" 

"Give me the frequency," Nate nodded. 

Doran relayed a series of numbers he had memorized. Another 
‘contingency plan' his parents had made sure he was aware of 
should he find himself in a sticky situation. 


A holo of a member of a brown-haired young man appeared a 
moment later. "Space Rescue Corps. Captain Uldir Lochett at your 
service." 


"Hey Captain Lochett," Doran said brightly. "Doran Sarkin-Tainer 
here." 


"Tyria and Kel's kid?" 

"That's me." 

"What can I do for you?" 

"Listen, I have a little Zeltron girl with me at the moment. She's 
Force-aware. Normally I'd be fine keeping her with me, but the 
places I'm going to are a bit too dangerous and I don't want to risk 
her life," Doran exhaled. "Think you can take the Pride of Thela and 
meet up with us before we get to Mandalore?" 

"And then take her to Master Skywalker?" 

"If you can." Doran nodded. 

"Not a problem." 


"Thanks a bunch, I owe you." 


"It does say 'rescue' in my job's name after all. Sending you rendezvous 
coordinates now. See you soon. Lochett, out." 


Doran leaned back in the pilot's chair as Uldir's hologram faded 
away. "You were right, Nate." 


"T was?" 


"I shouldn't have taken Rali to Kamino. I put her in so much danger, 
could have gotten her killed." 


"To be fair, none of us could have expected there to be an underwater 
cloning lab full of crazies," Nate said after a moment. 


"If she died, it wouldn't have mattered, would it?" Doran said, 
shaking his head in disgust. "I would have been the one who had 
brought her along after promising her sister that I'd keep Rali safe. 
If things had turned out any differently, I'd have been a liar and an 
idiot." 


"Things worked out, kind of, so at least you're just an idiot." 

"Thanks," Doran said flatly. 

"Any time," Nate's hologram smirked. 

Doran stayed reclined in the chair, watching the blue glow of 
hyperspace swirl before him. He chuckled softly, shaking his head 
as he reflected on their adventure. "We were damned lucky that the 
only one blasted was you." 


"Thanks," Nate returned. 


"Any time. But you know what I mean. I've had some crazy 
adventures in my life, but this has them all beat by a kilometer." 


"As far as crazy adventures go, this was about the norm for me. Like 
Uncle Maze said, that NA-Eight model was the third one I got wrecked. 
Three in eight years. The next one is probably coming out of my bank 
account. They aren't cheap you know." 


"I'm sure. It looked, felt, sounded like a real person." 

"It was," Nate said defensively. "I only piggy-back on the NA-Eight, not 
take it over. The NA-Eight lets me tag along for all those crazy 
adventures. It might look and act like me, but it's its own person." 
"Sorry," Doran grimaced. 

"Most people just assume the HRDs are droids. They're far more than 


that," Nate said, voicing annoyance for the first time that Doran 
could truly remember. "Sorry, I'm just a little protective of them. They 


still fall under droid laws on every planet but they're as real as you or 
me." 


"I didn't just mean the adventure on Kamino," Doran sighed. "I 
meant my whole Mandalorian boot-camp thing. Once we drop off 
the information to the Kyrimorut, I'll be going back to Gargon with 
Dinua and maybe Tracyn." 

"Not Tracyn." 

"Huh?" 


"Not sure if she wanted me to tell you this, but she'l be off-boarding 
before we hit Mandalorian space," Nate said hesitantly. "She made a 
call to her people just before you woke." 


"Benefits to being an all-knowing ship," Doran said, fighting back 
his surprise. 


"I know lots of girls like her, Doran. She just doesn't want to say 
goodbye. Is afraid it'll be for the last time. If she can slip away without 
saying it...Don't say anything. Let her leave. It'll make it easier for you 
both." 

Doran looked down at Nate's explanation. "Thanks for telling me." 


"Yeah," Nate said, subdued. "Switching topics, have you thought about 
what youre going to do when you get back to Gargon?" 


"Dinua's dad has me in some sort of accelerated Mando training 
program." 


"I meant about your Jedi stuff. There's word on the HoloNet that the 
Vong are becoming increasingly adept at sniffing out those with the 
Force. Gargon's Vong controlled." 


"I...I haven't exactly had time to think about that. Been kind of 
busy." 


"If you don't mind, I actually have a solution." 
"You do?" 
"I noticed that when you were in the B3 you weren't using the Force." 


"T couldn't." 


"You could have," Nate replied. "I bet that when you were trying to use 
the Force you were thinking in terms of your old body and what you did 
to use the Force in your squishy form." 


"I..." Doran paused and realized that Nate was right. 


"You know of the Iron Knights, right? The order of Force-sensitive 
droids. They use the Force differently than other Jedi. Were the ones 
who taught me how to use the Force in my HRDs. The way they 
explained it to me, there are different spectrums of the Force, kind of 
like light waves. There's the visible light—the Force we can sense and 
feel. And the not-so-visible light—the 'frequencies' in the Force we don't 
normally sense." 


"But I felt you using the Force, saw you using it." 
"Did I feel like a regular Jedi when I was doing it?" Nate asked. 


"No...not really. I could sense you and your abilities, but it was... 
off." 


"That was you picking up on what I like to call electro-Force. Some Jedi 
are natural techno-savants, others have to learn how to use the Force to 
manipulate electronics and even then aren't all that good at it. Human 
bodies, the bodies of other species are machines too, just of a different 
build. The trick with electro-Force is making ourselves sync up with the 
electronics we want to interact with. It's a key step in transferring a spirit 
into a machine too." 


"So what's all this have to do with the Yuuzhan Vong?" Doran said 
in confusion. 


"Say you make a sensor to scan for a certain frequency," Nate 
answered back. "It's the most commonly used frequency so your sensor 
can detect them ninety-nine point nine percent of the time." 

"But if you change frequencies,"Doran caught on. 

"Then you'l belong to the point-one percent that the scanner will never 
pick up. The makers of the scanner won't even know you exist because 
who spends time looking for point-one percent of a much bigger target." 


"That's how the Altisians are planning to ride out the war," Doran 
said in understanding. 


"You got it," Nate nodded. "If you're willing, I can teach you how to use 


the electro-Force to hide yourself in plain sight. Only down side is that 
unless youre in a droid body, or trying to interact with a droid or 
computer, you won't be able to use the Force." 


"I'm game," Doran said firmly. He was determined to not place his 
friends in any further danger because of his Jedi abilities. 


"We have almost a week until we reach the coordinates Lochett sent. 
Let's get started." 


FtF IV FtF 


You're never going to believe the week I've had, mom. Between the 
Yuuzhan Vong, the modified animals, my out-of-body experience, and 
more, I can hardly believe it myself. I did learn a lot more about 
Mandalorians and the way they think, though. It was strange meeting 
members of the Clone Wars' Cuy'val Dar on Kamino. Yes, I said 
Kamino. No I haven't spent my entire time on Gargon or its moon. I told 
you about Jintar before, right? Something went wrong with his genetics 
and I had to go to Kamino with Tracyn and Dinua to get the data 
needed to fix him. 


Oh, right and Rali and Maze, and Nate...long, long story. Rali is a six 
year old girl and little sister to a pleasure slave I kind of purchased on 
Sleheyron. Don't want to bore you with the details. Anyway, her sister 
died and I promised to watch over Rali and help her become a Jedi. 
Yeah, she's Force sensitive too. After that whole adventure on Kamino, 
though, I realized that she'd be better off with someone who actually 
knew what they were doing when it came to the Force. I used that holo- 
comm frequency you gave me for that rescue-pilot, Lochett. By the way, 
if you see dad, can you tell him that the a hundred and fifty thousand 
credits I used from the Wraith Squadron discretionary fund was used to 
buy a transport ship to free thousands of slaves from Sleheyron. Don't 
want him to think I spent it on a pet Wampa or something useless like 
that. 


Back to the adventure I was telling you about. I just have to say that the 
Altisians are a new type of scary, and I can see why the Purge survivors 
we met were wary of them. There was this one guy, Nate, who's body is 
on Bespin, but his Force spirit was using this Human-Replica-Droid to get 
around. When the droid was destroyed, the spirit took over the ship they 
were using. And I thought having my spirit crammed into a droid was 
strange, but he switches bodies like it was an everyday thing. Wait, 
scratch that. Forget I said anything. I was absolutely in no danger 
whatsoever on the adventure and had a fun time exploring the 
abandoned cloning chambers I've heard so much about from the Purge 


survivors. Did you know that the Empire built a secret mobile 
underwater cloning lab in the seas of Kamino and that it was still 
operational when Dinua, Tracyn and the rest of us got there? Yeah, it 
was really cool. 


Okay, I can see the look you're giving me...not all of the clones there 
were sane and one of them shot Nate towards the end of things. He 
survived though, and right now his ship along with that droid body are 
heading back to Bespin. One of Jintar's uncles volunteered to make the 
trip since Nate got blasted trying to save ‘family’. 


But I'm back on Gargon now so you can stop worrying about me. The 
healers at the Kyrimorut were certain that we had more than enough 
data to fix Jintar and are working on him as I speak. On the down side, 
Tracyn had to leave for some Death Watch business. Probably a good 
thing though considering pretty much all the Mandalorians being trained 
here are taught to shoot Kyr'stad on sight. 


Training. Ouch. If I ever complain about any lessons the Jedi can come 
up with, remind me what the Mandos go through to get their fearsome 
reputation. It's worse since Commander Beviin has stuck me in the 
‘accelerated’ class meant for those trying to become whamo Mandalorian 
commandos. Also worse are the Yuuzhan Vong tromping through the 
training halls and 'supervising' the various lessons. Talk about pressure 
to perform. The only benefit of being a Mando Super Commando in 
training is that I get my own quarters. 


In any case, I better go now. The next training lesson is a long-term one 
out in the Flatlands of Gargon. Officially it's to harden us soft recruits. 
Unofficially, it'll keep us out of sight of the nosy Yuuzhan Vong. So, I 
want to get a few hours of sleep. 


Love ya Mom, 
Doran 
FtF IV FtF 


The days passed for Doran in slow, agonizing seconds that all 
seemed to blur together at the end. Each training lesson had a 
theme. Each tested Doran in ways he'd never been tested before. 
And that was after the hard-core lesson Dinua had immersed him in 
when he had first arrived on Gargon. He had endured sleep 
deprivation, broken sleep cycles, sleeping in extreme hot or cold 
environments. Had joined those crazy Mandalorian men and women 
in training in the sharp glassy rocks on the night-shade side of the 


planet. Was starved, beaten, made to walk across said hostile 
environment with only his teammates to ensure his survival. He 
forced himself to not rely on his Jedi abilities when he could, trying 
to train his mind to think of alternate solutions that didn't involve 
waving his hand and making everything better. Teamwork, family, 
what it meant to be a Mandalorian was redefined for Doran several 
times over. 


All the recruits, regardless of their age and backgrounds, were 
ground upon mercilessly by the lessons. Many dropped out after the 
first week, some with very bad injuries. Doran didn't exactly have 
the luxury of putting the brakes on his training. And despite 
moments where he wished he'd be anywhere else, he didn't want to 
stop either. His mom had left him with the Mandos so that he'd 
learn what he needed to to survive a galaxy on the verge of falling 
apart. He was definitely doing that. 


Helping greatly was the fact that he had endured every single lesson 
and training mission with Dinua at his side. They had been 
practically inseparable since returning from Kamino, determined to 
watch each other's backs with both Tracyn and Jintar out of 
commission. The harshness of the training only pushed them even 
closer. The nights where Or'ramikade-in-training were meant to 
endure the biting Gargon cold, they shared body-warmth, with 
Dinua curling up against his larger frame. They trusted the other 
during the lessons that simulated a temporary blinding, where they 
were paired up and one half was blindfolded for the durations of a 
grueling training regime. Only teams where both made it through 
passed. Dinua and Doran had been one of the first to make it 
through. 


After a full month of training in the wilderness of Gargon, the group 
was finally allowed a small reprieve back at the main facility. 


"I can't believe I actually missed the mess-hall food," Doran 
chuckled softly, smiling widely as their speeder coasted at a sedate 
pace over the harsh black rock of the Flatlands. The month on 
meager rations and vigorous exercise had turned his large figure 
into a lean and muscular one. 


"I'm even willing to eat the mystery paste," Dinua agreed, looking 
just as exhausted as he did. She was resting her head against his 
shoulder, eyes closed. "Anything is better than raw womprat." 


"Well, at least I know that I can survive if I'm ever dropped off on a 
world with only one extreme climate, I'll be able to survive," Doran 


said wryly. 


"Only if I'm watching your back, Di'kut," Dinua said with a fond 
smile, lightly nudging him. 


He draped an arm around her. "Dinua, the only times I'm ever in a 
place with an extreme climate and surrounded by danger are when 
I'm involved in Mando business. It's kind of a given you'll be there 

too." 

She nudged his arm off and made a face. "You stink." 


"So do you," Doran retorted. "Showers, definitely another thing I 
missed." 


"Going to start a list?" Dinua raised an eyebrow. 


"Soft bed," Doran continued. He looked to the others in the speeder, 
members of their training group. "Anything else I'm forgetting?" 


"Climate control," one of the other recruit laughed. "Non-slicy floor 
surfaces." 


"Definitely those two," Doran agreed. 


"Please don't encourage the Dikut," Dinua pleaded with the others, 
though she was grinning as she said it. 


"How about you, Jeban? Miss anything about the base?" another 
recruit asked, his head pillowed in the palms of his hands. 


"The ability to get away from the rest of you," Dinua replied dryly. 


"Like you'd want to get away from your ori'vod," the first 
Mandalorian chuckled, jerking his head towards Doran. "I mean, 
half of us expected to see the two of you affirm your riduurok 
during training. The other half figured you'd just skip it and get 
right to the good stuff. You know, help make a man out of that kid." 


"Continue that train of thought and I'll castrate you," Dinua 
glowered, looking over her shoulder with a lethal glare. 


"What's a riduurok?" Doran asked. 


"Don't worry about it," Dinua said, settling in her seat and focusing 
her gaze straight ahead. 


"Love bond," the Mandalorian behind Doran supplied helpfully. 
"Implies ori'vod with benefits." 


"No Dinua, you can't castrate him too," Doran said, gripping both 
her wrists as Dinua was about to turn around. 


"Also called a marriage agreement," the second Mandalorian chimed 
in. "The type proper Mandalorians enter before getting it on. Do the 
deed. Dance sideways. Work out their..." 


"Never mind, go ahead and castrate them," Doran deadpanned, his 
cheeks pinkening. He was used to much worse during the field- 
training. Being the youngest in among the Or'ramikade hopefuls, he 
and Dinua had stood out amongst the more experienced soldiers 
and Mandalorian veterans. On one hand, the others took care in 
looking out for the two teens during training. On the other, to keep 
morale up during the harsh training, he and Dinua had also been 
the subject of many jokes and teasing. Even if they had both more 
than proven themselves during the exercises. 


"Later," Dinua grumbled, folding her arms in front of her chest and 
letting out a huff of air. "If I had to castrate all the Mandalorians 
here who ticked me off, I'd be harming the future population of 
Manda'yaim." 


"That makes perfect sense," Doran agreed. He looked back to the 
two Mandalorians seated behind them. "I guess today is your lucky 
day. You get to return to base still the same men you were when 
you left it." 


"You definitely can't say the same though, boy, can you?" The first 
said fondly. "You definitely need to shave. Some people can't wear a 
beard and you're one of them." 


"Hold up, looks like we have something up ahead." The second 
pointed towards a large gathering of individuals standing amid the 
mountains of gravel. 

"Vongese," Dinua's eyes narrowed. 


"They have those weird creatures that spit acid," Doran recognized 
the vornskr-looking beasts. "The same ones they had on the moon." 


Dinua's hand drifted to rest on his shoulder, her brown eyes turning 
cold. "Doran." 


"I kind of expected this," Doran gave her a wink. 


The convoy of speeders returning from the Gargon wilderness 
slowed as they got closer to the Yuuzhan Vong checkpoint. 


"Hold!" A Yuuzhan Vong snarled gutturally. 


"What is the meaning of this?" One of the Mandalorian trainers 
barked back. 


"Inspection," the Yuuzhan Vong replied. "There have been stories 
that the Mandalorians have been harboring a Jeedai fugitive. We 
have already completed our investigation of the main facility, and 
you are the last left." 


Doran briefly wondered how Hera had managed to avoid the sweep. 


"You will leave your vehicles and stand at attention," the Yuuzhan 
Vong snapped. 


"We are meant to be allies," the trainer said stiffly, gesturing for the 
others to leave the speeders. "This is ridiculous." 


"Then why did Mandalorians attack the world of Sleheyron and 
steal the glory of its capture from the powerful Domain Choka and 
its esteemed commander Nas Choka? Even worse, these 
Mandalorians lied and said they acted with approval from the 
divine Gorak Lah and have pitted Domain Choka and Lah against 
one and other in front of the Dreaded One himself." 


"Ooops," Doran mumbled, grimacing. Who knew his little side show 
two months earlier would come back to haunt him. 


"Just get on with your search already," the trainer replied, not at all 
fazed by the Yuuzhan Vong's bluster. 


The acid-spitting creature's handler guided the creature towards the 
Mandalorians and whispered a harsh order. The creature began 
sniffing the air, as it slowly began to examine each Mandalorian. 


Doran kept his face expressionless, as did Dinua. He didn't need the 
Force to see the tension in her neck and the anxiety she was barely 
keeping repressed. As the Yuuzhan Vong creature neared him, he 
exhaled very slowly, hoping his gambit would pay off. 


The creature finished examining Dinua, and then moved on to him. 


He could literally hear Dinua take in a breath as she stood stock-still 
next to him. The creature began to growl as it examined him, and 
two of the Yuuzhan Vong warriors slowly straightened their 
amphistaffs. Doran closed his eyes in concentration. The creature 
huffed a little as it looked up at him again, shaking its head as if 
something was in its ears. It circled him once, twice, then made 
another huffing sound and continued down the line. The Yuuzhan 
Vong warriors gave him a second, suspicious look, but moved on. 


"Breathe, Dinua," Doran muttered out of the side of his mouth. He 
saw her look at him questioningly. "Later." 


The inspection complete, the Yuuzhan Vong checkpoint commander 
looked more than a little disappointed that nothing was found. 


"Very well, Mandalorians. You can go about your business now. 
Move along. Move along." 


"Get out of the way," the trainer said dismissively. 


The Mandalorians reboarded their speeders and finished the trek to 
the training base in silence. 


Despite the exhaustion Dinua was feeling, she evidently wanted 
answers more and dared Doran with a glare to go anywhere but her 
quarters. Doran obediently followed, earning more ribald comments 
from Or'ramikade members who assumed another reason for her 
non-verbal instruction. 


"Spill," Dinua said shortly the moment the door to her quarters was 
closed. 


Doran held out his hands and explained Nate's whole electro-Force 
techniques. How the creatures had initially picked up his Force 
abilities, but when he shifted 'frequencies' the creatures had lost the 
scent and moved on. "It was a really big gamble, I know. But I trust 
Nate and knew that it had a very good chance of working. It's a 
shame the mainstream Jedi order doesn't exactly approve of the 
abilities the Altisians use." 


Dinua stiffly sat down on her bed and looked at him with her 
piercing brown eyes. "As long as you keep the Vongese from sniffing 
you out, as long as you stay alive, I don't care what Jedi sorcery you 
use." 


Doran sat on the bed next to her and bravely took one of her hands. 


"Worried you'll get assigned a new training partner who'll scuttle 
your chances of becoming a Whamo Mando...ouch!" 


Doran rubbed the shin she had kicked. 


"I am worried about my friend," Dinua whispered softly. "My 
ori'vod." 


Doran looked to her in shock, not sure if he had misheard her. 
When he did, he saw that she was looking up at him with wide 
brown eyes. "Dinua." He swallowed, feeling his mouth dry up. 


Dinua unconsciously tilted her head back to him, eyes fluttering 
close. Doran slowly lowered his own head towards hers, heart 
pounding in his chest. Just before their lips touched, however, the 
door to her room opened. 


"Hey guys, I heard you were back!" 


"Jintar!" Doran exclaimed, practically toppling backwards off 
Dinua's bed and onto the floor. 


Dinua shot to her feet and was suddenly several paces from her bed. 
"You're okay!" 


"I...wasn't interrupting any..." 
"No, you weren't," Doran said quickly, shaking his head. 


"I was just helping the Di'kut get a few sandgrains out of his eyes," 
Dinua fibbed very poorly. "He scruffed that messy mass he calls hair 
and got some of it in his eyes." 


"Oh...okay," Jintar blinked wildly. 


"You're looking better," Doran switched topics, not able to meet 
Dinua's eyes. 


"Bardan and the others are the best," Jintar agreed with a relieved 
smile. His hair was its usual black once more, though his face did 
still have a few wrinkles that made him look older than his age. 
"Got back last week and heard the two of you were on a training 
assignment. I've spent most my time trying to catch up to where 
you two are at." 


"Any side-effects?" Doran asked, pulling himself into a chair by 


Dinua's desk. 


"Nothing I can't overcome," Jintar shook his head. "From what 
Bardan and the others tell me, you two and the Kyr'tsadika went 
through hell and back to get the info they needed. Thank you, 
really." 


"No thanks needed," Doran shook his head. "I know that you'd do 
the same if our situations were reversed." 


"We're aliit," Dinua agreed. 
"Still," Jintar made an open-handed gesture. "I owe you guys, okay." 


"Fine," Doran rolled his eyes. "If you're going to be even more 
difficult about it." 


"So how was training on the night-shade side?" Jintar asked the 
two. 


"If we don't go back there any time soon, I'll be really happy," Doran 
groaned, stretching and shaking his head. "You Mandos are even 
crazier than I thought." 


"It was fun," Dinua replied succinctly, emoting nothing. 


Jintar laughed loudly at the conflicting views, shaking his head and 
grinning. "Yeah, I definitely missed you guys." 


FtF V FtF 


The Yuuzhan Vong kept at least three of those vornskr-like 
creatures in the main base at all times. Doran even heard their 
handlers refer to the creatures as voxyn. This gave Doran the 
perfect excuse to not use the Force at all. Bypassing the creatures on 
occasion, Doran knew that the Jedi Order would be in big trouble if 
the creatures were ever mass-produced and put out into the field. 
Capable of sensing the Force and being wickedly deadly acid- 
spitting, spiked and fanged, ravenous beings made them perfect 
Jedi hunters. 


Which was why Doran was surprised upon seeing the only other 
Force sensitive on the base casually chatting with her new group of 
trainees. 


"Commander Wren," Doran greeted, carrying his tray of food in the 


mess-hall. "Ram, Ghes." 

"Doran," Ram Zerimar tilted his head politely. 

"Es-Tee," Hera waved at him with a smile. "Team, this is Doran Es- 
Tee. Kavar replaced him when he got accepted into the Ori'ramikade 
program." 


"You're a little young to be a super commando," one of Hera's 
trainees spoke up. He was a human who looked to be in his thirties. 


"Lost a bet," Doran answered back wryly. 


"He's a lot better than he looks," Ghes Orade chuckled. "Went up 
against an entire clan of Mandalorians practically by himself." 


"I had help from an orbital bombardment from the Vongese," Doran 
said modestly. 


"Good to see those Vongese haven't scared you off," Hera said 
conversationally. "What do you think of those new pets of theirs?" 


"Those ones?" Doran pointed to where two Yuuzhan Vong handlers 
and their voxyn had just entered. 


"Yeah, those," Hera snorted, continuing to eat from her tray 
unconcerned. 


"Perfect weapon against a Jedi," Doran said lightly. 


"Good thing there aren't any here," Hera remarked, the corners of 
her mouth lifting slightly. 


The Yuuzhan Vong handlers walked down the aisle with their 
charges, allowing the voxyn to examine each of the dining soldiers. 


"Don't know what they expect to find," one of Hera's trainees said 
darkly. "Any Jedi would have to be completely insane or completely 
idiotic to stick around here." 


"Right," Another agreed. "The Jedi would have to be extremely 
dumb, brain-dead even, to think that they'd be able to infiltrate a 
Mandalorian training facility and not stand out." 


"Uh huh," Hera shot Doran a grin. 


Ghes Orade laughed. "Can you imagine those peace-loving fools 
trying to talk their way out of every single problem? 'Excuse me Mr. 
Vong, but we don't have to fight. Let's sit down and talk about how 
we can live in peace together." 


Hera smirked. "If there was a Jedi here and the Vongese don't find 
them first, probably every single Mando here would help the 
Vongese out and blast the Jedi for them. Right, Es-Tee?" 


"Right," Doran forced a smile, and then glared at the silently 
laughing Hera. "I'd probably give the smug Jedi a punch in the face 
for good measure." 


"Didn't know you had a violent side in you, Es-Tee," Hera smirked 
back. She tilted her head slightly and Doran saw a unique choker 
around her neck resting just above the neck-support of her armor. 


Doran inclined his head in silent understanding. Hera was wearing 
a Force suppression collar. Hera adjusted her armor and the collar 
disappeared out of sight beneath the bright pink durasteel neck- 
guard. "Well, I'm still full of surprises, aren't I? I did have other 
trainers before you. Picked up more than my fair share of tricks." 


"Lucky for your new trainer," Ram voiced. "How's Or'ramikade 
training?" 


Doran looked to her squad. "Men, and woman. If you think 
Commander Wren ever pushes you too hard or complains about her 
training schedule, just think, it could be worse a thousand times 
over." 

"That good, huh?" Hera chuckled, shaking her head. 

"Save me,” Doran deadpanned. 

"I believe this is where Jeban would tell you..." 


"I know, I know, K'atini." 


"Good to see the two of you still looking out for each other," Hera 
bantered. "Real friends are hard to come by." 


"Jintar's back too." 


"I heard about..." Hera trailed off, straightened and saluted. 
"Commander Beviin." 


Doran looked over his shoulder. "Sir." 


"Wren, Sarkin-Tainer, Orade, Zerimar, with me," the Mandalorian 
base commander said gruffly. 


The four exchanged bewildered looks before standing and following 
the tall man out of the mess-hall. 


"Sir, what is..." 

"Not here, Wren," Goran said sharply. 

He led them to his office where Doran saw both Jintar and Dinua 
already waiting. Doran's friends saw him and they both sighed in 
resignation. 


"Whatever it is, I didn't do it," Doran said quickly. 


"I wouldn't be amazed if you did have something to do with it," 
Ram said jokingly. 


Goran ignored the exchange and sat down at his desk and hit the 
holo-projector. "I received a message this morning from an 
acquaintance of yours." 


"Acquaintance?" 


"The one with a Death Mark in every single Mandalorian system," 
Goran hit another button and a projection of Tracyn Gedyc 
appeared. 


"Oh, her," Ghes blinked. "Sir, why are we..." 


"It involves Clan Vizsla," Goran answered. "And its descendants. 
Being your commander's closest subordinates, you're involved 
whether you want to be or not." 


"My family renounced all ties to Death Watch," Hera protested 
looking to both Ram and Ghes nervously. 


"Tell it to Kyr'tsad," Goran played the message. 


"Commander Beviin, I thank you for the hospitality you have shown me 
and my own during our stay at your training facility. However, I must 
ask another favor, one that might blur the line between Kyr'tsad and 
Mando'ade Protectorate. Due to the increasingly destructive nature of 


the war, the remaining Kyr'tsad factions have called a meeting. A 
meeting to discuss the reunification of the Kyr'tsad under a single 
banner. The Kyr'tsad that will come of this meeting, however, is not one 
Mandalor or myself wants to see. Their goal will not be to aid the 
galaxy in fighting the Vongese, but to overthrow Manda'yaim while the 
Protectorate is focused on fighting the war. I ask that you release my 
aliit for such period of time until this issue is dealt with. Clan Gedyc will 
be in your debt several fold if you do, and we of Gedyc pay our debts." 


Goran shut off the device. "Never mind the fact that merely 
communicating with a member of the Kyr'tsad is considered treason, 
what she is asking is beyond the pale." 


"Sir, she's willing to betray the other Kyr'tsad factions," Jintar said 
carefully. "If further weakening a splintered terrorist organization is 
her goal, shouldn't we assist her?" 


"Agreed," Ghes said firmly. "I have no qualms about assisting 
terrorist scum in annihilating themselves." 


"That would only splinter them further," Goran shook his head. 
"And they will be that much harder to root out." 


"Your orders, then, father?" Dinua asked. 


"Not my orders," Goran calmly handed each of the teens a datapad. 
"Orders from Mand'alor himself. He's weighed the pros and cons of 
this gathering of Kyr'tsad clans and sees an opportunity. It is his 
opinion, and I agree, that we can scarcely afford the distraction of 
these terrorists now or anytime in the near future. The fact that 
they're feeling brave enough to meet as one is a sign they see the 
Protectorate as weak." 


Doran very slowly put the datapad down, the orders from the leader 
of the Mandalorians chilling him to the bone. He looked over to 
Dinua, but her face showed no emotion. Jintar looked pale, and 
Hera looked grim. Even Ram and Ghes seemed surprised by the 
orders and looked to Goran as if they were expecting a punchline to 
come from somewhere. 


"Sir...all of them?" Jintar said slowly. 


Goran held each of their incredulous gazes. "All of them. You've 
seen your orders. You are to go with Gedyc to this meeting. You are 
to identify all the faction leaders in attendance. And then you are to 
show them that Mand'alor's reach is long and his justice swift." 


"But sir..." Hera said hesitantly. 


"All of the leaders," Goran stressed without emotion. "They signed 
their deaths the moment they chose to become Kyr'tsad. Mand'alor's 
orders are clear. Kill every last one of them. Including the leader of 
the Gedyc faction, Tracyn Gedyc." 


FtF Story Arc End FtF 


ANN: Ertrr....the end? =) hope you liked the third story-arc! Not 
sure when the fourth will be ready for posting since I'm refocusing 
on the Fate Unseen trilogy. Still on schedule to begin posting in 
November. 


In any case, here's a small teaser for the beginning of the next 
Forging the Future Arc that will probably get me even more roasted 


I-Snippet-I 


Doran held the blaster in shaky hand, standing amid a field of 
bodies. His target lay sprawled on the ground, made lame by 
another blaster from the Mandalorian Protector squad that was 
cleaning house. Black armor dented and charred by the fierce 
firefight that had unfolded hours earlier, a helmetless Tracyn looked 
up at him. A cut bled heavily from her forehead, soot covering her 
blond hair and pale face. She looked both frightened, but also 
resigned, as if understanding that everything she had fought for was 
about to end. 


"Good, she's the last of them," an Or'ramikad from the Protector unit 
sent by Boba Fett jumpjetted down next to Doran. He clapped a 
hand on Doran's shoulder. "You've proven your loyalty to the 
Mando'ade and to Mand'alor himself." 


The Mandalorian commando drew his own blaster pistol and 
stepped over Tracyn with gun extended. "The filth of Kyr'tsad 
cannot be allowed to ruin our reputation any further." 

"Wait!" Doran yelled before the Mandalorian pulled the trigger. 
"What?" 

"She's...she's my friend. I should be the one to end her," Doran said 


hoarsely. In the distance, he could hear the sound of another blaster 
fight ringing and knew that another group of Kyr'tsad survivors had 


been tracked down. "It's my duty as a Mandalorian, right? To take 
care of my own problems for the good of Mandalore?" 


The super-commando inclined his head respectfully and holstered 
his blaster. "It is." 


Doran tried in vain to steady his shaking arm as he raised his 
blaster once more. He held her red and blue gaze as she stared back 
unflinchingly. "Tracyn Gedyc, for being a member of a terrorist 
organization responsible for the deaths of countless civilians and 
the destruction of Mandalorian property, for abandoning the 
Resol'nare and turning your back on Mandalore, I sentence you to 
death. Any last words?" 


"It's okay, Doran." Tracyn murmured softly, a kind, pained smile 
coming to her face. "I understand. This is the path I chose. I accept 
it and all the consequences. Thank you for your friendship. I'll wait 
for you on the other side." 


Doran exhaled sharply, swallowing and using his other hand to 
support his shaking one as he aimed at his target. 


The sound of a plasma pistol shrieking echoed in the rocky valley of 
Concord Dawn. 


And all fell silent. 


I-End Snippet-I 


16. Gotalad Copad 
Gotalad Copad 
FtF I FtF 


Doran held the blaster in shaky hand, standing amid a field of 
bodies. His target lay sprawled on the ground, made lame by 
another blaster from the Mandalorian Protector squad that was 
cleaning house. Black armor dented and charred by the fierce 
firefight that had unfolded, a helmetless Tracyn looked up at him. A 
cut bled heavily from her forehead, soot covering her blond hair 
and pale face. She looked both frightened, but also resigned, as if 
understanding that everything she had fought for was about to end. 


"Good, she's the last of them," an Or'ramikad from the Protector unit 
sent by Boba Fett jumpjetted down next to Doran. He clapped a 
hand on Doran's shoulder. "You've proven your loyalty to the 
Mando'ade and to Mand‘alor himself." 


"Yeah, go team," Doran said faintly, unable to tear his gaze away 
from Tracyn's battered and injured state. 


The Mandalorian commando drew his own blaster pistol and 
stepped over Tracyn with gun extended. "The filth of Kyr'tsad 
cannot be allowed to ruin our reputation any further." 


The sound of his pistol charging stirred Doran from his thoughts. 
"Wait!" 


"What?" 


"She's...she's my friend. I should be the one to end her," Doran said 
hoarsely. In the distance, he could hear the sound of another blaster 
fight ringing and knew that another group of Kyr'tsad survivors had 
been tracked down. "It's my duty as a Mandalorian, right? To take 
care of my own problems for the good of Mandalore?" 


The super-commando inclined his head respectfully and holstered 
his blaster. "It is." 


Doran tried in vain to steady his shaking arm as he raised his 
blaster once more. He held her red and blue gaze as she stared back 
unflinchingly. "Tracyn Gedyc, for being a member of a terrorist 
organization responsible for the deaths of countless civilians and 


the destruction of Mandalorian property, for abandoning the 
Resol'nare and turning your back on Mandalore, I sentence you to 
death. Any last words?" 


"It's okay, Doran." Tracyn murmured softly, a kind, pained smile 
coming to her face. "I understand. This is the path I chose. I accept 
it and all the consequences. Thank you for your friendship. I'll wait 
for you on the other side." 


Doran exhaled sharply, swallowing and using his other hand to 
support his shaking one as he aimed at his target. 


The sound of a plasma pistol shrieking echoed in the rocky valley of 
Concord Dawn. 


And all fell silent. 
FtF II FtF 
Three Weeks Earlier 


"We can't kill her!" Doran shouted darkly, his voice heard 
throughout the small freighter the team was taking. Several hours 
into the journey and in the middle of reviewing their mission, the 
issue finally came to a head. "She's our friend. Risked her life to 
save me several times over." 


"It doesn't change the fact that she's Kyr'tsad," Ram said evenly from 
the opposite side of the holotable. "And that these are orders from 
Mand'alor himself. To disobey him will mean to throw our lot in 
with the very people we're being sent to eliminate." 


"Tracyn Gedyc is hardly the innocent girl you think," Ghes said 
sourly. He hit his datapad and an image of her appeared over the 
table. "She's killed people in cold blood, manipulated situations to 
get other people to kill people for her. If you want proof, I can scan 
the HoloNet and dig up articles on every single atrocity her faction 
is responsible for." 


Multiple articles popped up all around Tracyn's image, including the 
firebombing of Beroya Rook's homestead that killed unarmed 
women and children. Another article suspected her of being behind 
the assassination of a member of the New Mandalorian court. Other 
articles, the words ‘extortion’, ‘blackmail’, 'racketeering’, 
‘kidnapping’, ‘arson’, and 'theft' standing out and painting a not-so- 
pretty picture of Tracyn's faction. 


"She saved my life as well," Dinua voiced softly, staring almost 
blankly at Tracyn's revolving figure. "I owe a debt to her and killing 
her does not seem like the honorable way of repaying it." 


"You would disobey Mand‘alor?" Ghes said in disbelief. "Do you 
know the position that would put your fathers in?" 


"I am well aware of that," Dinua's brown-eyed gaze snapped to the 
older Mandalorian. "But I cannot pull the trigger without destroying 
myself." 


"Commander Beviin had to have known this when he sent you," 
Ram said, frowning. "It's obviously a test of your loyalties. Are you 
loyal to Kyr'tsad or to Manda'yaim?" 


"I am loyal to my aliit," Dinua corrected. "And to the Resol'nare. But 
just because Mand'alor orders something, does not make those 
orders right in any way." 


"I don't think we'll come to an agreement any time soon," Hera 
Wren said diplomatically. "We still need to evaluate the situation 
and determine whether Mandalore's plan is doable." 


"If there are more Kyr'tsad than expected, then there's no way we 
are going to be able to off the leadership," Jintar agreed. "And if 
we're only able to take out a few of them and create a power- 
vacuum, having the Kyr'tsadika alive will be better for both sides in 
the long run." 


"Besides," Hera glanced back and forth to the others. "Do you really 
think we're Mandalore's only card in play? Boba Fett is a smart 
man. He won't be leaving the destruction of the greatest 
Mandalorian threat to a handful of half-trained Mandos." 


"Something else to worry about then." Doran grumbled. It was bad 
enough that he had been ordered to kill one of his few Mandalorian 
friends. But if the 'good guys' were also gunning for her, there was 
little he could do without making the situation infinitely worse. 


"Captain," Ram looked to Hera. "If the responsibility was yours, 
would you pull the trigger on Gedyc?" 


Hera's expression became grim. "Depending on the circumstances, 
yes. We have our orders, but if killing her will create an even 
greater danger for Mandalore, then no. Not everything in this 
galaxy is as black or white as some people think." 


Doran grimaced inwardly. Just great. He was pretty sure that Jintar 
and Dinua would back him up. But then he still had to worry about 
Ghes, Ram, and Hera being anywhere near Tracyn during the 
gathering. Just like he didn't want to hurt the 'good' Mandalorians, 
he didn't want to hurt the other three either. "You guys know how I 
feel about this issue. If any of you hold a gun to Tracyn..." 


"That's not helping, Doran," Jintar interrupted with a shake of his 
head. "We're supposed to be a team here. If any of us hold a gun to 
the Kyr'tsadika it will be because they are following the command 
given by the leader of our people. You cannot fault us for that. The 
orders are to purge Kyr'tsad leadership so that they won't be a threat 
any time soon. With the Vongese complicating things, the 
Mandalorians definitely cannot afford the distraction they would 
represent." 


"So you're going to just follow orders like good soldiers?" Doran said 
darkly, shaking his head. "I thought you Mandalorians believed in 
honor." 


"You did not just say that," Jintar groaned as the rest bristled. 
"I'm not just going to roll over while you all plot to kill her!" 


"Doran," Hera shook her head. "If we don't follow orders, we'll be 
branded as traitors to our own people. Those in Kyr'’tsad are more 
like murderous thugs in Mandalorian armor. Tracyn's own people 
firebombed a house that killed noncombatants, on her orders. She 
may have helped us once. May have saved Dinua's life. But it was 
only because she was working an angle. By saving Dinua, she's 
earned a debt from one of Mandalore's right-hand men. By 
befriending you, she managed to get an 'in' with the Protectorate 
even after she left the station. Everything they do is to further their 
goal of a Mandalorian Empire. Everything else, everyone else, 
comes secondary to that. If Kyr'tsad takes this opportunity to unite 
under a single banner and challenge Mandalore while the 
Protectorate is trying to stay on the Yuuzhan Vong's good side, who 
knows how many will die in that fight." 


Doran just glared darkly at the others, shaking his head in disgust 
and standing. "I might not know that. But I do know that killing 
Tracyn is not going to solve anything. Killing anyone never really 
does." 


"That's the Jedi in you talking," Ram pointed out. 


"It's also the non-homicidal, sane person talking too," Doran shot 
back with a glare. "For you Mandalorians, everything seems to be 
solved by a blaster bolt. The 'Game' of Annihilation, your verd'goten, 
even your fight with Kyr'tsad and the way Jintar's uncles are a 
completely different kind of Mandalorian-raised crazy. Everyone is 
always all too happy to blast each other and no one wants to just sit 
down and listen!" 


"You seemed to have survived just fine eliminating your enemies," 
Ghes pointed out. "Your body-count since coming to Gargon is 
higher than most people will ever achieve." 


"And you see nothing wrong with that?" Doran threw up his hands 
and looked at each of them in the eyes. "Get it through your heads, 
guys. Normal people don't walk around with enough weapons to 
take on a small planetary police force! Normal people think that 
taking the lives of others simply because they disagreed with you is 
actually a bad thing. I get it, you're not normal, you're Mandalorian. 
But I thought you guys took pride in being Mandalorian." 


Doran stormed out of the room, leaving the gathered Mandalorians- 
in-training more than a little stunned. 


"Well," Jintar whistled. "He definitely has Mando‘kar." 
FtF III FtF 


"You'll be happy to know we agreed not to shot Gedyc on sight," 
Hera announced as she entered the cargo bay. 


Doran glanced over his shoulder, his expression somewhat annoyed. 
The blue glow of hyperspace through the narrow viewport was the 
only light in the cramped room. "Again, why should I be happy for 
you guys making a decision any sane person would have come to a 
long time ago?" 


"Doran," Hera sighed, taking a seat on the cargo crate next to him. 
"Mandalorians, you know we operate on a different morality scale 
than you Jedi. Right and wrong, black and white, and all those 
shades of gray in between, its different for us than you. For us, 
trying to do something your way...it's like taking that very bad 
tasting medicine that may or may not help. Our ways have worked 
for a very long time, so on the off-chance that something might 
work better, it doesn't really make sense for us to take that 
medicine." 


"You can use the Force, your brothers are Jedi, so why did you 
choose to be a Mandalorian?" Doran asked, returning his gaze to the 
streaking lines of hyperspace. "It has to be more than wanting to do 
something different than your brothers. Like you said, Mandos 
operate on a different morality scale. It'd be like me suddenly 
picking up bounty-hunting or mercenary work for the highest 
bidder." 


"They have cooler weapons." 
"I'm being serious." 


"So am I, partly," Hera leaned back against another cargo crate with 
a sigh. "My brothers, Little Zeb and Kanan, they're awesome at 
being terrible Jedi. Just like dad. Growing up, during family meals, 
I'd hear about Little Zeb and K's adventures. They got the Wraith 
when Kanan was fourteen, went out on adventures big and small all 
around the home-sector. As I grew older though, one thing became 
clear. All of their big success stories, anytime they were in a life-or- 
death situation and got out of it, the thing that helped them most 
was that they were terrible Jedi." 


"What do you mean?" 


"One of their stories, hostage takers," Hera gestured absently with 
her hands. "Now, the Jedi way would have been to try and talk the 
hostage takers down, maybe even use the Force to make them see 
the error of their ways, right?" 


"Yeah." 


"What if the group of hostage takers were Yinchorri and Falleen? 
Both species are pretty much immune to any form of Force 
persuasion." 


"As a Jedi, I'd still try to talk them down." 


"My brothers tried that," Hera said softly. "Worked with the local 
law enforcement and spent two hours trying to get the hostage 
takers to give up." 


"Did it work?" 
"The hostage takers killed all the hostages, blew up the building, 


and escaped," Hera shook her head, looking distant. "Then a week 
later, the same crew took an entire school full of kids hostage. Zeb 


and Little K were called in again." 
"What'd they do?" 


"Walked right through the front door of the school, killed the entire 
gang and rescued all the kids," Hera answered. "I remember what 
Zeb said during the dinner they told us about it. If they had walked 
through the front doors and killed the hostage takers the first time 
around instead of talking, they might have saved all those lives. 
Dad told him that it wouldn't have been a Jedi thing to do. And 
Little K responded, 'Tell that to the people that died because we 
tried talking a bunch of murderers into surrendering. Do you think 
they'd care?'. Mom sided with my brothers, said that sometimes the 
only way to solve a problem is with a blaster or lightsaber. Dad 
disagreed." 


"Oh." 


"Yeah. Said that if you go into a situation thinking that violence is 
the only solution, then violence is the only thing that will happen. It 
was one of the few times I saw dad and mom actually argue," Hera 
said softly. "At least in public. It was that argument that made me 
want to become a Mando. I was thirteen at the time. That caused 
another fight between mom and dad." 


"If your dad's a Jedi and your mom's a Mandalorian...how do they 
get along?" 


"It's like I said, my dad's a bad Jedi. My mom's not so great at being 
a Mandalorian either. And besides, opposites attract." 


Doran nodded, remaining silent. 


"What I'm trying to say is that I have the luxury of being able to see 
both sets of shades of gray and right and wrong. Sometimes, the 
best way to help someone is to talk them off the edge, other times a 
push is needed. You're not a doctrinal Jedi either, S-T." 


"I know," Doran exhaled noisily. "I'm just worried about Tracyn. She 
was the first person on Gargon who greeted me with something 
other than a suspicious stare or 'I-want-to-eat-your-bones-for- 
breakfast' glare. Now she's in some sort of trouble, and the last 
thing I want is my other friends adding to it. To worry about your 
friends, your family, it's not a Jedi or Mandalorian thing, it's a 
decent-living-being thing." 


"True," Hera smiled. "I know that as a Jedi or Mandalorian, I'd still 
be worried about my brothers and my mom and dad. Don't sweat it, 
Little Brother. Everyone on this ship knows how loyal you are to 
your friends. It's one of the reasons why they try to return that 
loyalty. Why they agreed to shelve the assassination plans until we 
have a better idea of what's going on." 


"I'd feel better if you all agreed that Tracyn doesn't need to be 
assassinated at all," Doran rubbed at his eyes tiredly. "But I guess I'll 
take it." 


"Baby steps," Hera shrugged. "You have to remember, Ram, Ghes, 
even Skirata and Jeban, they've all been raised as Mandalorians. 
Like me, they've been told since they were old enough to 
understand that Kyr'tsad is an evil in our society, the monster in the 
closet. The fact that Skirata and Jeban even consider Tracyn a 
friend and vice versa is part miracle, part your Jedi-ness. Give the 
others time." 


"T'll try," Doran said with a weak smile. "I just hope that whatever 
Tracyn needs us for doesn't feed into that monster-in-the-closet 
image you and the others have. This galaxy is a dangerous enough 
place already. I don't need my friends shooting at each other if I can 
help it." 


FtF IV FtF 


Though the meeting of the Kyr'tsad factions was taking place at 
Concord Dawn—a ruined world that had been fractured in another 
time—the coordinates Tracyn gave them for a rendezvous was in a 
system nowhere near the world. When their freighter of nondescript 
make—for plausible deniability purposes—dropped out of 
hyperspace, there really was nothing to note besides a dying white 
dwarf in the center of the system and a field of space-rock almost as 
far as the sensors could see. 


"Are you sure you inputted the coordinates right?" Hera asked. 


"I triple-checked it, captain," Ghes Orade said in bewilderment. 
"This is the place that Kyr'tsad hu..." 


"Can it with the name-calling, Orade," Hera drawled. 
"Picking up several contacts now," Ram Zerimar voiced. "Fighter- 


class, short-range, four of them. Looks like a Krayt gunship and 
three StarVipers. If they aren't Gedyc's people we're going to be in 


real trouble." 

"Receiving incoming comms," Ghes called back. 

"Unidentified freighter, power down your shields and weapons and 
prepare to be boarded. You have entered Mandalorian-controlled space 
and any goods and supplies now belong to the Mandalorian 
Protectorate." 

"They're trying to shake us down?" Doran said blankly. 


Ghes reached for the comm unit to reply, only to stop when Dinua's 
hand reached the control first. "Jeban?" 


"I've got this," Dinua said simply. 


"Comm's all yours," Ghes got up out of the chair, and Dinua took his 
place. 


Rather than continue the communication in Basic, Dinua switched 
to Mando'a as she toggled the comm-unit. "[Kyr'tsad followers of 
Tracyn Gedyc. We are representatives of the Mandalorian Protectorate 
on a diplomatic mission. You will take us to your leader. |" 


Eyes all darted to Dinua. Feeling their gaze, she looked to them 
questioningly. 


"You really told them to 'take us to your leader'?" Jintar said, 
shaking his head. "You're not a Jedi you know. That only works in 
holo-vids." 

"Oya! " 

"They're powering weapons," Ram reported emotionlessly. 

Dinua huffed in annoyance. "[This is Dinua Jeban. You will take us to 
Tracyn Gedyc or I will personally decorate the asteroids with the 
remains of your ships! ]" 

"They're accelerating to attack speed," Ram continued to intone. 
"Can I try?" Doran pointed to the comm. 


Dinua glared at him but relinquished the chair. 


"Just a reminder, our ship won't last a single attack-run against 


those fighters," Hera said tensely. "Regardless of what Jeban said." 
"Tll be my usual charming self," Doran grinned. 

"We're doomed." Dinua deadpanned. 

"Hey!" 


"Aren't you going to say something to stop them from firing on us?" 
Jintar reminded. 


"Oh, right!" Doran quickly spun back around to the task at hand. 
"Okay, guys in blackmarket spaceships who look like you really 
want to kill us. Can you patch me through to Tracyn or something? 
I'm the one she calls Baby Hairless Wookie One. I promise, I'm not 
making that up. If you want, you can even ask if her nickname 
really is Mando-Jawa or Ewok." 


"They're going to kill us," Ram said without emotion. 
"You're not helping," Doran glared. 

"Just stating a fact." 

"We're not dead yet." 

"They're acquiring laser-lock," Ram pointed to the read-out. 


Doran reached over and turned Ram's control panel off and tapped 
the comm-lines again. "Oh come on. You guys really think our 
single tiny freighter is worth wasting lasers on. I mean, aren't you 
guys fugitive terrorists of minimal means and resources? I know I'm 
amazing, but am I really equal to a missile or to the tabana-gas 
you'll use to blow me up?" 


"The fighters are breaking off!" Ghes reported in disbelief. 


"Su'cuy gar!" Tracyn's cheery voice came over the comm a few 
seconds later. "Sorry about that. My people take my security very 
seriously. They had to make sure you weren't a droid mimicking the 
voice of my friends, or that you weren't part of some elaborate 
assassination plot put together by the Protectorate." 


Dinua took the head-set from Doran. "Gedyc. You know the Dikut is 
psychologically incapable of assassinating anyone." 


"Jeban, thanks for coming." 
"I owe a debt to you." 


"I think what I'm asking goes way beyond that," Tracyn said after a 
moment's pause. "Come aboard and I'll brief you on the situation." 


"Come aboard, where?" Dinua asked. "Our sensors aren't picking up 
anything." 


"Activating nav-beacon now. Try not to get pulverized by any of the 
spacerock." 


Their computer blipped a second later, directing them towards the 
remains of what looked like a planet that had fragmented into 
dozens of smaller pieces. The entire planet had kept its spherical 
shape, but like a fractured puzzle, every part of the planet was 
cracked and separated from the rest. What had once been several 
moons were floating debris fields in elliptical orbits around the 
planet. Whatever had happened had occurred eons ago. 


"I wonder how many voices Gedyc had to shout down," Dinua said 
softly. "She's showing us where her faction makes its base." 


"They're isolated out here," Ghes noted. 

"Don't even finish those thoughts," Doran said sharply. 

"Just saying," Ghes held up his hands. 

"Well, don't." 

Their own ship coasted through the massive field of space-rock 
without any more difficulties. As they neared the shattered remains 
of the planet, they could make out a large part of it still intact but 
hidden in the cloud of debris. 

"There." Dinua stabbed a finger at the densest part of the cloud. 
Hidden in the shadows of the blackened rock of the planet was the 
structure used by Tracyn's faction as their home-base. 


"Will you look at that," Jintar whistled. "That's practically the size of 
a small moon." 


"That's no moon," Doran breathed out, having never seen a base so 
large before. "That's a spacestation!" 


It might have been a spacestation, but it was probably the ugliest 
one on record. Tethered to what was left of the more solid portion 
of the planet and looming amid the thick cloud of space rock, was a 
construct that appeared to be made of hundreds of scrapped ships 
of various makes and models. Doran considered himself a fairly 
reasonable student of history but didn't recognize a single ship that 
made up the station. If he could sum up the station's age in two 
words, it would have been ‘very old’. 


"They must be using what's left of the planet's core as a power- 
source," Hera murmured, shaking her head. "The scale of the 
place....she can't possibly have enough people to operate something 
that size." 


The seconds ticked by and they grew closer and closer to the base. 
Their freighter looked tiny against the backdrop of the hangar they 
were gliding into. In the same hangar, they could see several other 
ships docked, Tracyn's antiquated Mandalorian battleship among 
them. 


"What the...Wow! How can they have this much hardware?" Jintar 
gasped. His own eyes rooted to several squadrons of equally 
antiquated Mandalorian fighters sitting in racks along an adjacent 
hangar wall. Though they all looked functional, they also looked as 
if they could have been museum pieces as well. 


The freighter docked and the airlocks pressurized. 


"Well, let's see what Gedyc has in mind," Hera said with a forced 
smile. "She better have some answers for us." 


The group cautiously, and fully armed, emerged from the umbilical 
connector and out into the spacestation. At the forefront of an 
equally armed and armored greeting party was the petite Kyr'tsad 
heiress in her black Mandalorian armor. 


"Hi, guys!" Tracyn said perkily, helmet under one arm. 


"Tracyn!" Doran grinned, stepping forward to hug her. He stopped 
at the sound of three dozen blaster-rifles charging to life. "Hug 
later?" 


Tracyn rolled her eyes. "Sorry again. Like I said over the comm. 
They're really protective. It's like having hundreds of big brothers, 
uncles, and dads all at once. Makes dating life a real pain." 


"Tracyn," Hera said curtly. "Why are we here?" 


"Because we're going to rock Kyr'tsad to its core," Tracyn said with 
an impish smirk. "Should be a dream come true for your 
subordinates, right?" 


"Come again?" Ghes blinked wildly. 


"You're here, because all of you are going to help me wipe out 
Kyr'tsad in its current form," Tracyn said airily. 


"Start at the beginning," Ram said, clearly not buying it, but at the 
same time not discounting her words either. 


"This way," Tracyn gestured. "It's going to be kind of complicated to 
explain. I'll give you guys a small tour of this place on the way to 
our destination." 


"And this place is...?" Dinua asked, glancing left and right at the 
unorthodox construction and multitude of materials used. 


"The planet is the final resting place of Mand‘alor the Conqueror. 
The last Taung Mand'alor, Te Anila Mand'alor, was born here. Once 
a vibrant Mandalorian world back during the Great Hyperspace 
War, its name and location were lost to the ravages of time," Tracyn 
said a bit whimsically. "If our people had a sacred place outside of 
Manda'yaim, it will be here." 


"This planet definitely looks like it'd seen better times." 


Tracyn smirked at Doran. "You can thank the Jedi for that, Hairless 
Baby Wookie One." 


The comment caused eyebrows to rise. Even Doran had to blink 
agog at the pint-sized Mandalorian leading them. "What?" 


"Oral tradition says that during the great Mandalorian Wars 
millennia ago, Te Ania Mand'alor was so fierce a warrior that he 
nearly brought the Republic to its knees. A lone Jedi, however, 
rallied the Republic and went on a counter-offensive. The challenge 
was laid down, and Te Anila Mand'alor accepted it. For every 
Mandalorian world this Jedi's forces burned, the Mandalorians 
burned three. For every Mandalorian life lost, he or she took dozens 
with them. This was the height of the glory of the Mandalorian 
Empire, and we weren't going to go quietly. The Jedi, realizing that 
a war of attrition would not be in his favor, decided to strike at the 


heart of Te Ania Mand‘alor's clan. It is said the Jedi test-fired a new 
superweapon on this very planet, the birthplace of Te Ani'la 
Mandtor, and killed every living soul on the planet and its moons. 
The act so enraged the Mand'alor, that he abandoned tactics and 
chased the Jedi to the far reaches of the galaxy, where he 
eventually met his end." 


"Whoa...so a Jedi wiped out the planet?" Jintar managed. 


"It was a sound tactical choice," Dinua voiced in approval. "And it 
achieved its results." 


"Exactly," Tracyn nodded. "It was either that or let the war drag on 
for even longer through conventional fighting, at the cost of more 
Republic and Jedi lives and a shattered Republic. Te Ani'la 

Mand alor's battlefield prowess was such that the Jedi was forced 
into such an action or risk total defeat in several years' time." 


"There is no possible way a sane person would take pride in this 
atrocity," Ghes said darkly. "It was the Mandalorians and their 
empire that led to the destruction of this planet and countless 
others during that war. The Jedi would never have destroyed it, the 
Mandalorians would never have gone to war, if not for Mandalore 
the Ultimate's lust for blood and destruction." 


"How is this place funded?" Hera quickly changed topics, bopping 
Ghes on the shoulder and gesturing with her eyes at the dozens of 
Kyr'tsad bodyguards walking alongside them. 


"We have a trade-mission over at Borgo Prime," Tracyn elaborated. 
"And a variety of front-businesses on Manda'yaim itself. As far as our 
people have been able to tell, this was initially a forgotten 
Mandalorian outpost established after the planet was destroyed. 
When the clans were scattered, it was abandoned. Imperial 
Remnant engineers helped to upgrade this place after we helped 
Supreme Commander Pellaeon put down a coup-attempt." 


"You work for the Empire?" Doran said in disbelief. 


"Work with the Empire," Tracyn clarified. "They have needs, we 
have needs. We fulfill each other's wants and we both benefit." 


As they walked through the halls of the spacestation, the group was 
stunned to hear the laughter of children, the sound of festivities and 
other merriment echoing through the base. Passing along an open- 

air walkway in the center of the station, they were treated to a sight 


they had never expected to see in a 'terrorist' hideaway. There was a 
bustling market along one landing, a flourishing arboretum spilling 
over the durasteel construct of another. They could see children 
seated in one room in what was some sort of schooling, hover- 
platforms taking people in civilian garb from one level to the next. 


"As a fighting force, Clan Gedyc has less than a thousand soldiers," 
Tracyn explained. "But we have over five-thousand non-combatants 
and people in a support roll. A few hundred of those are on my 
ship, but the rest are here. 


"There seems to be a lot more than five thousand people here," Ghes 
frowned. 


"Not everyone is Clan Gedyc," Tracyn said enigmatically. "And not 
everyone here is Kyr'tsad. Many are here because our mere presence 
keeps away the low-lifes and undesirables that make life harder for 
people. Others, because they're tired of a galaxy that seems to 
change hands ever few decades or so." 


They entered another enclosed passage and reached a split in the 
corridors. What was immediately evident was the different coloring 
used to mark each passage. 


"Neutral," Tracyn pointed down the white-painted hallways, some 
of which led back into the main concourse. She pointed back 
towards the way they had come, the hallways black like her armor. 
"My faction." 


"And that path?" Jintar pointed to the third option, the hallway 
painted a brown-red rust color. 


As he did, they heard the clomping of boots echo down the hallway. 
A few moments later, another heavily-armed and armored group of 
Mandalorians appeared. This group was led by a tall woman in red 
Mandalorian armor. Her helmet had a custom slanted T-shaped 
visor, with coloration that suggested it had once belonged to 
someone else. 


"It belongs to our clan," the red-armored Mandalorian said evenly. 
"Clan Vizsla." 


"Exactly," Tracyn grinned at the dumbstruck expression on her 
friends' faces. "Her people don't go to my part of the base, my 
people don't go to hers. This central section is where we...negotiate 
our differences. And where our civilians hang out without worrying 


about being blasted. Clan Vizsla's non-combatants number close to 
my own, give or take a few hundred." 


"We're not here to give them a tour, Gedyc," Verde said through her 
helmet. "We should debrief them quickly. The others will begin 
wondering if both our factions are late to the conference." 


Tracyn held out a hand to forestall a comment from her own 
people. "My plan, my time-frame, Vizsla. You agreed to it, 
remember?" 


This time it was Verde who had to calm her side. "Merely want to 
remind you to stay on schedule, Overlord Gedyc. Nostalgia and 
formalities can wait until after this mission is done." 


"True, Overlord Vizsla," Tracyn's smile became clearly forced. 
"Usual protocol?" 


"My people won't open fire if yours don't," Verde inclined her head 
a fraction. 


"Deal." 


"For the Mandalorian Empire, reborn," Tracyn offered her 
gauntleted hand. 


"For the empire reborn," Verde agreed, touching her wrist to 
Tracyn's. 


As this occurred, the non-Death Watch Mandalorians looked on 
with a mix of expressions emoting on their faces. Chief among them 
was confusion as they tried to figure out just what exactly they had 
agreed to. 


FtF V FtF 


"This...this is insanity," Hera gaped after the plan was laid out. "You 
can't seriously mean to..." 


"We do," Verde said coolly. "Death Watch as it is is too diseased to 
be of any use to anyone. This plan will excise the diseased part and 
allow Death Watch to become something more than a 'terrorist' 
organization." 


"Which is why Clan Vizsla will be sending a proxy to the meeting 
instead of going personally," Tracyn nodded. "All past meetings 


between the Kyr'tsad clans have ended with Clan Vizsla dictating 
policy. This time they will only be acting through an intermediary 
so as to minimize their impact on the decisions being made. With 
my faction being second-largest, I will be backing any vote made by 
the intermediary. In the right hands, that intermediary will literally 
decide the fate of Kyr'tsad." 


"And you want us to be that intermediary?" Doran said blankly. 


Tracyn smiled weakly and shook her head. "Not all of you, Hairless 
Baby Wookie One. Mandalorians nowadays might not put much 
stock in blood ties, but we still do." 


Both Tracyn and Verde turned towards Hera, who to Doran's 
surprise, appeared to blanch at first, and then grow furious. 


Truly furious. She stood from her seat and let it fall backwards, 
clattering noisily on the ground. 


"No...way," Hera snarled through gritted teeth. 
"Captain?" Ghes frowned. 


"Clan Vizsla put a kill order out on my mom for her supposed 
crimes against Mandalore," Hera exhaled darkly. "Has killed, 
threatened, and done much worse in their quest for a Mandalorian 
Empire. And don't think your clan is any better, Gedyc. Even with 
you in charge, your group has five assassinations to your name, and 
more than a few suicides have occurred because of your blackmail." 


"You've assassinated people?" Doran's head whipped to Tracyn. 


The petite Death Watch leader tilted her head in acknowledgment 
without a hint of remorse. "That number should be eight. But Reau's 
group stole credit for two and that last one was attributed to natural 
causes. They were no one you should feel sorry for, Doran." 


"Four were politicians, the last was Clan Saxon's head," Ram 
Zerimar recited accusingly. "And I don't want to know the details 
about the other three you claim to have killed." 


"Like I said, no one to feel sorry for. The trade-minister we 
firebombed was using his pilgrimage to Bralsin to operate a flesh- 
smuggling ring of teens who had just passed their verd'goten. The 
governor of Keldabe was enhancing his personal wealth at the 
expense of the farming villages supporting the city. Clan Saxon's 


leader personally led a strikeforce that killed the families of several 
of my followers. Men, women, children, it didn't matter to him. As 
far as we're concerned, he got off light. We could have just as easily 
returned the favor. Come for our families and you'll regret it." 


"Like Clan Rook," Dinua noted. 


"Exactly. Profiting off of other Mandalorians like those scum is 
despicable, and a symptom of the mercenary life-style we're trying 
to eradicate." 


"We're getting off topic," Verde voiced. "Hera, you cannot deny the 
family you are from." 


"You want to bet? The Kyr'tsad can kill themselves for all I care. My 
family is on the Ghost, Spectre, and Wraith. My family survived the 
Empire's Purge by not backstabbing and committing genocide to 
survive. My mom single-handedly stared down the best hit-squads 
your clan sent after her for marrying a Jedi. My dad didn't let the 
horrors of what the Empire did twist him like it did so many others. 
They spent the Galactic Civil War fighting for the freedom of others, 
protecting people from the likes of the Empire and your clan. That 
is the legacy that flows through my veins. Not the Vizsla osik my 
great-grandparents and those before them happily ate and 
excreted." 


Verde stood, her own face stormy. "If Kyr'tsad votes to go to war 
against Manda'yaim? If they decide to march in tune with the main 
Mandalorian faction if only to ride out this war, and begin raiding 
New Republic assets? If they unify and take on the Protectorate? 
You're really going to pass up voting on those issues simply because 
of who your bloodline?" 


"Then why don't you go and vote at the meeting," Hera gestured 
wildly. "It's your clan, not mine." 


"If I vote, it will be as a Kyr'tsad leader," Verde countered. "I'd be 
making the same mistake as my parents and grandparents. I will do 
what I instinctively believe is best for my clan, my people. And I 
will trap Clan Vizsla and the rest of Kyr'tsad in the cycle once more. 
But you, you know how to escape that cycle." 


"Captain," Ram interjected softly. "She has a good point. Gedyc as 
good as said that her faction will go along with whatever you vote. 
This could be a way to neuter Kyr'tsad for the near future. Maybe 
even for good." 


"What's the catch?" Doran spoke up before Hera could answer. 
"Catch?" the non-Death Watch Mandalorians turned to look at him. 


"You give a complete stranger, an outsider, the power to decide the 
fate of your history-re-enactment club. And you say it's to prevent 
you guys from re-enacting history too closely. If that's the case, why 
go at all? Why go through this game of smoke and mirrors with the 
other factions? And if I'm wrong, sorry, but I thought Clan Gedyc 
and Vizsla were on opposite ends of the 'let's rebuild the glory days 
of Mandalore' plan. What changed?" 


Silence greeted Doran's rapid-fire questions. 


Though in Jintar's case, it was very obvious he was trying not to 
laugh. 


"First Whamo Commandos for the Ori'ramikade, and now History 
Re-Enactment Club?" Jintar sniggered. 


"Don't encourage him, Skirata," Dinua deadpanned. "His dikutla 
brain is going to get him shot one of these days." 


"You see why I had our people wait outside the room," Tracyn said, 
sounding pained as she looked to her counterpart of Clan Vizsla. 


"Very smart," Verde replied with a nod, looking as if she was going 
to blast Doran herself. 


Tracyn smiled enigmatically at Doran. "Remember, Hairless Baby 
Wookie One. What did I tell you my specialty was when you first 
united me, Jeban and Hairless Baby Wookie Two?" 


"Diplomacy?" 


"Exactly," Tracyn said evenly. She exchanged a look with Verde. "I 
won't lie to you all. Both Vizsla and myself are using this 
opportunity to undercut the strength of the other factions. We won't 
be able to peacefully settle our differences with the Protectorate 
and Sundari if a small but vocal portion of our movement continue 
to destabilize Manda'yaim. If the meeting unfolds as Verde and I 
hope, and if this minority does not accept a path the majority want, 
they will be in opposite to the rest of Kyr'tsad." 


"And fair game for the rest of you because you need to eliminate 
them to keep them from staining your honor," Ram said shrewdly. 


"It won't be a complete cleaning of house," Tracyn shrugged, neither 
confirming nor denying Ram's statement. "Both Gedyc and Vizsla 
have our own share of extremist followers. Verde has a plan for her 
own zealots, which I'm pretty sure will be a suicide mission to give 
them a glorious battle to the death with hardcore Protectorate 
forces. And I'll deal with my people in my own way as well. The 
smaller factions are run by the extremists, have followers that don't 
necessarily agree with their actions but follow out of honor and 
duty. If we're able to silence the louder voices and let subtler actors 
take their places, we'll be able to turn Kyr'tsad into something less 
violent." 


"That and we won't be the ones cleaning house to begin with," 
Verde spoke up. 


"That's your guys' job," Tracyn looked at each of them in the eyes. 
"After all, aren't you under orders to wipe out the Kyr'stad 
leadership? We're giving them to you on a platter." 


"What, you know?" Doran gaped. 
"Dikut," Dinua held her face in one of her hands, shaking her head. 


"Relax," Tracyn grinned reassuringly at Doran. "I fully expected it 
when I asked for your help. It was an opportunity the Protectorate 
just couldn't pass up. Besides, Jeban's father is an honorable man. 
His clan owed my clan a debt when I saved Jeban. He repaid it by 
confirming those orders had been given and that you're supposed to 
kill me or be branded traitors as well." 


"Okay," Jintar exhaled. "I get why you would want Captain Wren 
here, but I'm still not seeing why you need the rest of us? Wouldn't 
it be harder for the Protectorate to kill you guys if you invited only 
Captain Wren and not the rest of us?" 


"Oh, right," Verde spoke up. "Congratulations to the rest of you, 
you're all honorary members of Clan Vizsla." 


"I didn't agree to anything yet!" Hera protested. 
"Wait what!?" Ghes squawked. 
"Really?" Doran blinked wildly. 


"Really," Verde nodded. She pointed to Hera. "She's a Vizsla, even if 
she wants to deny it. You're her aliit. That means you're Vizsla as 


well." 


Ghes emitted a particularly emphatic Mandalorian curse. Jintar 
chucked fondly, scratching the back of his head and reclining in his 
chair. Dinua remained stone-faced, though her eyebrow did lift in 
what could have been amusement. And Hera just glared turbolasers 
at the Death Watch leaders. 


"I won't..." 

"You can't deny your bui'tsad, even with your different last name," 
Verde pressed, using the ancient Mandalorian word for lineage. "For 
the duration of these negotiations, the others will be Clan Vizsla's 
muscle. You will be Clan Vizsla's voice." 

"Great leave a bunch of teenagers to decide the fate of your people," 
Doran rested his forehead on the table in front of him. "That can't 
go wrong at all." 

"Mandos are adults at thirteen, Di'kut." 


"We can be womprats for all I care, it doesn't make the idea any 
better." 


"On the bright side, you guys get a bright and shiny ship to make 
your role believable," Tracyn said perkily. 


"And matching beskar'gam and weapons," Verde added. "Clan Vizsla 
has standards to keep." 


"This...is going to be interesting," Jintar noted with a smirk. 


"Kriffin' Mandalorians, you guys just don't know what sane is," 
Doran sighed. 


"I haven't agreed to anything," Hera protested feebly. 

"Okay," Tracyn shrugged. She glanced towards Doran. "Hairless 
Baby Wookie One, you have the bridge. The fate of Kyr'tsad and the 
Mandalorian people now rests in your hands. I'm sure that your 
unique upbringing and special ways can't possibly screw the 
meeting up, right?" 

"T'll do it!" Hera glared dourly at Tracyn. 


"Ouch, that was a really low blow, Kyr'tsadika," Jintar chuckled. 


"What type of big sister would I be if I let my little brother decide 
the fate of the Mandalorian people?" 


"That's the spirit! For family, right," Tracyn beamed. 
"I really hate you, Gedyc," Hera muttered. 


"Good, remember that. Vizsla and Gedyc can't be too warm to each 
other in the meeting or the other clans might panic. The last thing 
we want is for them to splinter off and do their own thing." 


"You sure you won't regret this?" Doran asked. 


Tracyn shook her head, eyes gleaming. "Don't worry about it. Verde 
and I have been planning this moment since we both took over our 
respective factions. Nearly five years now. Once we realized we had 
similar goals, we joined forces. When this is all over, Kyr'tsad will 
be one step closer to bringing to life the dream of a Mandalorian 
Empire, and it will be all thanks to you." 


"And that," Ghes muttered under his breath. Doran, who was sitting 
next to him, was the only one to hear it. "Is what I'm worried 
about." 


FtF VI FtF 


"The armor...it's true beskar ore?" Dinua gasped incredulously, 
running a hand almost reverently along the gleaming torso of a 
blue-painted Mandalorian armor set. 


"That's special?" Doran voiced in confusion. Despite the shiny nature 
of the armor, they appeared to have already seen their fair share of 
battle. The burn marks and pits in the armor had been polished 
along with the rest of the set adding character to otherwise 
unimpressive-looking standard Mandalorian armor. 


"It's like making an armor set out of explosion-proof, blaster-proof, 
gold-pressed rainbow gems," Jintar drawled, similarly entranced by 
a shiny gold-colored set. "Beskar ore comes only from one place in 
the galaxy, Mandalore. Its properties even stop lightsabers from 
cutting through it. It used to be common practice to make ships and 
armor out of it until we tapped out all the mines. Not much beskar 
on Mandalore these days so wearing a set made completely out of 
one is like walking around wearing a suit of credits." 


"Most Mandalorian armors these days are made of durasteel or 


similar metals," Ghes Orade elaborated. "Only the most elite in the 
wealthiest clans are seen wearing all-beskar armor sets. And even 
then most are hand-me-downs." 


"To see not one, but six full beskar-iron armor sets...not to mention 
being told you're getting to wear them for free..." even the normally 
even-keel sniper Ram Zerimar seemed speechless. He looked to 
Tracyn in disbelief. "How did Kyr'tsad come by six full sets of true 
beskar'gam?" 


"The Kyr'tsad's primary goal is a Mandalorian Empire. To do so, we 
need a tradition to fall back upon. Both Vizsla and my clan have 
been preserving as many Mandalorian artifacts as we can. That one 
over there, notice the different helmet-type, is from the Crusader 
period in history. The cloth is new, of course, but the armor plates 
are all original. We have two from the Ruusan Reformation era, 
those are the two green ones. The one Vizsla's letting Hera wear is 
an heirloom of their family, dates back to nearly three thousand 
years ago." 


"You're kidding," Hera gaped, spinning towards the young woman 
leading Clan Vizsla. 


"No," Verde answered neutrally, though she looked smug at Hera's 
shock. She moved over to the hanging set of gray armor, tapping its 
slate-colored plating with her knuckles. "The electronics, cloth, and 
face-plate are all new, but the rest belonged to Clan Vizla, a 
forerunner of my own clan. Worn by Mandalore the Avenger, it has 
survived Jetii, darVJetii, blasterbolts, plasma strikes, vibroblades, and 
the test of time. You will bring this armor back in one piece. It will 
be insulting if this mission is its last." 


"I can just wear regular armor you know," Hera said faintly. "Maybe 
give it a custom paint-job so it stands out? A beskar set like that 
belongs in a museum." 


"Why? So it can collect dust and people can gawk at it?" Tracyn said 
incredulously. "It was made to be worn by a Mando'ad warrior and 
to wear it now honors our ancestors and everything they've done 
for our people. We're going all in on this, Wren. Even my own 
faction will be wearing their best to this gathering." 


"You all are crazy, even by Mando standards," Ghes shook his head 
slowly. 


"Some might say the crazy one is one who prefers our people 


remain backwater farmers and mercenaries with no sense of honor 
or purpose," Verde replied. "Wren, I assume you also have the 
Darksaber." 


"What?" Hera twitched as if an electric jolt had shocked her. "No. 
Why would I..." 


"You are a Mandalorian, and you can use the Force. Don't insult me 
by denying it. Your blood has a sufficient concentration of midi- 
chlorians, which makes sense given who your father is." Verde said 
in a no-nonsense manner that quieted Hera. "Since your brothers 
chose to forsake our ways. It makes sense that your mother would 
pass down the weapon to you." 


"And you got my blood, how?" Hera said archly. 


"Me," Tracyn admitted. "Got it from the med-bay when I was 
destroying any samples they might have had on Hairless Baby 
Wookie One. Last thing we needed was for the Vongese to run their 
own tests on them. I snagged your stuff because we needed to 
confirm you had Vizsla blood in you if our plan was going to work." 


"Captain," Ram said softly. "If it can unite the Kyr'tsad so we can 
take them out in one fell swoop..." 


Hera clenched her jaw, looking away for a very long moment. "Fine. 
Do you have a workbench I can use?" 


"Sure," Tracyn pointed to one resting between the suits of armor 
and antiquated weaponry. 


"I have your word, on your honor as Mandalorians, that you won't 
turn the next generation of Kyr'tsad into a mirror image of what we 
have today?" Hera asked sharply, glaring at the two Death Watch 
leaders. 


"You have it," Tracyn said immediately. 


"Yes," Verde clasped a fist to her chest and bowed her head. "With 
respect to my ancestors, they were flawed in thinking that violence 
alone will reform the Mandalorians. The war with the Vongese will 
provide the perfect opportunity for Kyr'tsad to reform itself without 
the added pressure of the Protectorate trying to hunt us down." 


Hera gritted her teeth and nodded. "I have your word now. You're 
so big on reviving Mando tradition, it better mean something." 


"If our followers were here, they'd blast you for questioning it," 
Tracyn laughed softly. "Don't worry, Wren. We'll honor whatever 
you decide for the Kyr'tsad at the conference, we'll make sure you 
survive with your honor intact too." 


Hera stepped up to the workbench and began disassembling pieces 
of her armor. A section of her utility belt, an electronic piece from 

her gauntlet, a focusing lens from her blaster's scope, another piece 
from her boot, each went onto the workbench. 


"Errr...what's a Darksaber?" Doran murmured to Jintar. 


"Mando-lightsaber," Jintar replied in a low voice, seemingly 
distracted by Hera's activities. "Never thought I'd actually see it." 


"It belonged to the first Mandalorian Jedi," Dinua elaborated. "Has 
been considered a symbol of leadership among our people since 
then. Whoever wields it can dictate policy on Manda'yaim." 


"It was last wielded by my mom," Hera spoke out, hearing the 
whispers. She uprighted her helmet and removed what suspiciously 
looked like a lightsaber crystal from it. "She used it to unite the 
clans against the Empire. Then Death Watch took a shot at her. 
‘Course they had to do that when my dad was visiting her and they 
got their shebse kicked all the way back to Concordia. After that it 
was decided that the Darksaber would only act as a lightning rod 
for trouble, and mom hid it." 


"Hid it in a suit of Mando armor?" Doran asked. 


"What gave it away?" Hera flashed him a wan smile. She turned 
back to the array of parts now scattered on the table. "By the way, 
Ram, Ghes, thanks for keeping this a secret. Can't be easy knowing 
your commander can use the Force." 


"Your big brothers stopped by pretty much the first day of lessons 
and promised excruciating pain should we do anything to hurt you," 
Ghes said dryly. "They played it pretty dirty too. Took us out for a 
night on the town, brought us a round of drinks, then proceeded to 
terrify us to the point where we pissed it all back out." 

"They did?" Hera's expression darkened. 

"It was all with the best intentions," Ram said hastily. 


"Even if they did levitate us several dozen meters into the air, 


bounced us up and down some, and wouldn't put us back down 
until we promised," Ghes shrugged. 


"I am so going to kill those lizard monkeys," Hera grumbled, 
shaking her head. "Anyways, shush now. I need to put this stupid 
piece of political propaganda back together." 


The room fell silent, though there were more than a few gasps of 
astonishment as Hera held up a single hand and the gathered pieces 
floated into the air. The pieces began orbiting her slowly and 
steady, glittering in the light of the armory. 


"Just like putting together a lightsaber," Doran murmured, feeling 
the Force flow from the older teen as if she was the nexus to some 
type of fount. At the same time, the others could clearly hear the 
words of the Resol'‘nare—the oath the Mandalorians swore to the 
Mandalore—loud and clear even though Hera wasn't moving her 
lips at all. 


Each piece of the ancient weapon began to stop in front of Hera, 
falling into place like tumblers on a lock. One by one, they began to 
form a recognizable shape, now forming a smaller, tighter orbit 
around each other in front of her. When a piece found its correct 
position, it would join with the others nearby and click into place. 
Time passed by slowly, fragile electronics meeting with case and 
crystal, all spinning at a synchronized speed. 


The others looked on, mesmerized. 


Finally, the last pieces set into place, and the hilt casing twisted and 
locked itself around the core. Hera plucked the rectangular weapon 
from the air. She activated the weapon, and a shimmering beam of 
black emerged, white energy crackling along the sides of it. She 
gave it a few experimental twirls and slices, before deactivating it 
and clipping it to her belt. When she turned back towards her awed 
audience, she smiled faintly. "Ta da." 


"Wow," Ghes gasped. 
"Nice," Ram remarked, nodding in approval. 


"Dad did add one fail-safe to the weapon," Hera explained to the 
Death Watch leaders. "Unless you keep a low-level field of Force 
energy surrounding it when you activate it, it falls apart back into 
its pieces. It was just in case you Death Watch crazies or some other 
Mandalorian with delusions of greatness got their hands on it. Dad 


and mom didn't want something that once symbolized the union 
between Jedi and Mandalorian corrupted by greed and destruction." 
"So only you can use it." Tracyn said, sounding like she agreed with 
the reasoning. 


"Or my adopted little brother," Hera gestured to Doran. 


"Clever," Verde admitted. She checked the time. "All of you need to 
get suited up. We've spent too long on this as it is. If the rest of the 
clans get skittish, nothing is going to bring them back." 


"Right," Tracyn moved to open the weapon lockers. "Beskar'gam 
first. Then you get your pick of our armory. All are weapons made 
by Mandalorians. None of those mass-produced garbage blasters the 
other militaries use." 


"This...this is like a dream," Jintar muttered. "Beskar'gam, solid 
weapons...somebody slap me. Ouch! Jeban!" 


"Nope, not a dream," Dinua replied, mischief glittering in her dark 
eyes. 


"Tracyn," Doran said softly as the others began to pull on the armor 
as if it were second nature. He had used the Force to ensure that 
only she heard him. 


Tracyn looked to him questioningly. 


"What are you trying to pull?" Doran asked, keeping his voice low. 
"You don't need us to pull this off." 


"No," Tracyn's lips barely moved, the blonde-haired young woman 
having obviously picked up on how the Force worked in the few 
months she had been at his side. "But you're the only ones I trust to 
pull it off. Verde's people are more fanatical than mine. Can't bring 
in a complete stranger. And any other Protector would have shot 
me and Verde already." 


"How much danger are we in?" Doran moved to the armor suit in 
front of him. 


Tracyn looked away from him at the question. Guilt, self-loathing, 
shame escaping from her. "You'll likely be shot at by both Kyr'tsad 
and the Protectorate if they crash the party. My own people will 

also have to attack if that happens, to save face. We're supposed to 


be rivals to Vizsla's faction after all." 


"So we'll just be surrounded by several thousand murdering 
psychopaths bent on restoring an empire that prided itself on 
conquering its neighbors? At the same time we also have to expect 
a few hundred more crazies bent on killing those psychopaths 
because they like their kill-and-collect lifestyles?" 


"Yes," Tracyn replied, barely able to get the word past her lips. Her 
face had fallen, silent distress creasing her forehead. "But I swear, I 
wouldn't have called you guys in if I had another option. This is our 
one and only chance to do this before the war with the Vongese 
kicks into gear. Who knows when we'll get another chance to 
reunite the Kyr'tsad? And don't forget, I'll be with you guys too, and 
those Protectors will be gunning for me." 


"Has anyone pointed out that this is a terrible plan where 
practically everything possible will probably go wrong?" 


"If you have to..." Tracyn stiffened and released a breath. "Doran, if 
you need to shoot me to keep the others out of Protectorate 
crosshairs, do it. I'm willing to die for what I believe in, and though 
you may not share my dream of a Mandalorian Empire, thank you 
for helping." 


"You're welcome," Dinua said aloud, startling both Tracyn and 
Doran as she stepped up next to Doran's side. 


"Dinua?" Doran blinked. 


"No sound was coming out, but I can lip-read, Di'kut," Dinua said 
flatly, slugging Doran in the arm. "Kyr'tsadika, know that if it does 
come down to that, I'll be taking the shot. The Dikut should not be 
involved in Mandalorian politics. You should never have involved 
him." 


"Dinua!" Doran protested. 


"She's right," Jintar said almost regretfully. "If this goes wrong, the 
rest of us are prepared for it. But Doran, he'll have both Kyr'tsad and 
the Protectorate on his shebs all because he was dragged into this. 
When he leaves in a year or whenever, he'll still have them on his 
tail. All because he decided to help a terrorist faction clean-house 
and shoot it out with the ‘legitimate’ authority on Mandalore." 


"Hey! I wanted to help!" Doran defended, stepping so that he was 


between his non-Death Watch friends and Tracyn. "Family, friends, 
they don't quit just because things get ridiculously dangerous. I 
might not be a real Mandalorian, but Tracyn's still my friend. This is 
important to her, important enough that she decided it was worth 
risking our lives. You know her, know that's something she wouldn't 
do lightly. If there's even a slightest chance that this can help her 
fulfill her dreams, then I'm in. Then maybe, sometime in the future, 
she can return the favor. If you don't want to help her, then take the 
shuttle and burn lines!" 


"Easy," Jintar held up both hands placatingly. "I'm not saying that I 
don't want to help, but you have to admit, Doran, the Kyr'tsadika 
kind of left us with little choice. We're either true Mandalorians and 
help out our aliit regardless of the sheer craziness we're about to 
undertake, or prove her and all the other Kyr'tsad right by 
abandoning her just because her goals didn't align with ours." 


"Don't you think she was counting on your feelings on this matter?" 
Dinua replied, staring past Doran at the older blonde teen behind 
him. "Don't you think she knew just how good a person you are, and 
manipulated the situation so you'd feel obligated to help her? And 
naturally, because Skirata and I can't let you go anywhere without 
you getting into deeper osik, we had to come along too? Same with 
Captain Wren. They preyed upon her family ties, knew her 
subordinates would follow her. You don't get to be leader of a 
Kyr'tsad faction by being wholly kind and benevolent, Doran." 


Doran swallowed heavily, shaking his head. Dinua using his name, 
rather than 'di'kut' showed just how serious she was. "She..." 


"It's okay, Doran," Tracyn whispered softly. She stepped forward, 
holding an arm out as if shielding him from the other two. "In a 
way, they're right. In a way, I'm just like my parents and 
grandparents. I will do anything to see the Mandalorian Empire rise 
again. Even if it means dragging the only true friends I've ever had 
into a mess like this. Even if it means putting your lives at risk and 
guilting you into doing this. Thank you for defending me, though. 
You're really the only person who ever has. But they're right...I 
really am a horrible...Ouchie!" 


Doran had lightly pounded the top of her head with his fist. "Shush. 
Mando-ewoks shouldn't interrupt the regular-sized people's 
conversation." 


Tracyn glowered at him, pouting as she ruefully rubbed the top of 
her head. "You're not 'regular-sized’." 


"I said 'shush."" Doran repeated. He then looked to an amused Jintar 
and Dinua. "Guys, I don't really care what reasons she brought us 
over here. She needs our help. That's that. Besides, it's not the first 
time we've risked our necks for someone in our aliit." 


His two friends exchanged wry, ever-suffering looks. "He really had 
to say that?" 


"Who's playing the guilt-trip now?" Jintar nodded. 


"He does realize that we're already dressed up in beskar'gam and 
that we're in this all the way, right?" 


"Grandpa Kal says that Jedi like their speeches." 


"Dikut," Dinua began fondly, shaking her head. "We're more worried 
about how the blowback affects you. Supporting your aliit is great 
when they have your back too. But once you leave Gargon you 
won't have us to bail you out and pay the tab your mouth writes. 
Most of the Jedi your age are ignorant babes who wouldn't know 
how to field-strip a blaster if their lives depended on it. That's why 
we'd really, really like you to reconsider going on this mission. 
Making mortal enemies of two of the most powerful political 
factions of Manda'yaim is not smart when no one is covering your 
six." 


"Only have to worry about that if this goes wrong," Doran replied 
with a smirk. "I've always wanted to see if I could start an empire in 
one of my adventures. This is the best chance I'll get, right?" 


Tracyn looked to him with watery eyes. "Doran, I...ouch! Blast it, 
you do that one more...ouchie!" 


"You'll what? Send me on a suicide mission to bring back a 
Mandalorian Empire?" Doran said with a playful smile, mussing her 
hair. 


"It's not a suicide mission," Tracyn grumbled, slugging his arm as 
she tried to fix her hair. "Just a mission where the likelihood of us 
all dying is very high." 

"I can see why you've brought them along," Verde Vizsla said dryly. 
"Loyal to a fault. Are you done spilling your heart out to your 
ven'riduur?" 


Tracyn narrowed her eyes at Verde. "Thin ice, Vizsla." 


"So touchy," Verde shrugged. "My people just let me know that their 
ship is prepped and ready to go. That means you need to get going 
too." 


"What'd she call me?" Doran blinked. 


"Don't worry about that," Tracyn said quickly. "Baby Wookie Two, 
say anything and I will end you." 


Jintar's mouth snapped back close and he shrugged apologetically 
to Doran. 


"All ready," Hera said faintly, holding the unique gray helmet 
against her side. 


"Guys....just...thanks," Tracyn looked every bit as confident as Hera, 
worrying her lower lip. "Let's...let's go make history." 


FtF VII FtF 


"What is it about Mandos and living on blown-up planets!" Doran 
groaned, seeing Concord Dawn appear as the blue glow of 
hyperspace faded away. Half the planet looked perfectly habitable. 
The other half looked like a dense asteroid cluster. 


"What do you expect?" Hera murmured, her voice mechanical in the 
ancient Mandalorian armor she now sported. "We're a people where 
war and combat is the only way of life we've ever known. Living life 
to the fullest because we know every day might be our last. Death is 
just another mission to us, any wounds are medals to be proudly 
worn. War and destruction are pastimes. That's the type of lifestyle 
Gedyc and Vizsla want to bring back. The type of lifestyle that will 
come back if the Mandalorian Empire of old rises unchecked." 


"Then we just have to come up with a way to check it then," Doran 
answered glibly. 


"Great oh wise Jedi, what solution are you now going to pull out of 
your shebs for that?" Ghes Orade snarked, shaking his head. "We 
either condemn the Mando‘ade to a life of bounty-hunting and a 
fast-fading cultural identity, or restore that identity and condemn a 
galaxy to war. You don't think a strong Mandalorian Empire will 
tolerate Jedi telling them that killing is wrong, do you? There won't 
ever be a good enough reason to let fanatics like Gedyc and Vizsla 
get their way." 


"Speaking of Death Watch getting their way, have you decided what 
you are going to do at the meeting?" Ram Zerimar asked his leader. 


"No, and shut it," Hera grumbled. "They don't exactly make manuals 
on how to deal with situations like this. My specialty is blowing 
things up, not making sure things don't blow up." 


"Relax," Doran tried. "Think of it this way, we're standing on a giant 
bomb and you're in charge of keeping it from going boom. You're 
good at bombs and stuff, right? Just freeze the right wires, circuits, 
whatever, and get us out of this in one piece." 


"Strangely enough that actually does help, thanks," Hera replied, 
exhaling noisily. 


"Kyr'tsad fighters inbound," Dinua called out from the pilot's seat. 
"Half squadron. Older model Gladiators." 


"You're on, commander," Ram gestured. 
"Remember, arrogant and in control," Jintar supplied with a smirk. 


"Just make sure they don't shoot at us for your arrogance," Doran 
piped in. 


"Speak only in Mando'a. That should help with your authenticity," 
Dinua added. 


"What is this, leader by committee?" Ghes hung his head. 


Hera's eye-roll was missed behind her helmet, and she took a step 
up to the comm-console and tabbed it on. "[This is Hera Vizsla, 
representative of Clan Vizsla. Are a few fighters all the lot of you 
have managed to scrounge up? Have you all finally realized the 
error of your ways and elected to rejoin the true Death Watch 
faction? ]" 


"Fighters peeling away." 

"My mom is so going to freak when she hears what I'm doing," Hera 
muttered, hanging her head. "That is going to make the next family 
dinner so much fun." 


"We have to survive this first...ouch!" Doran rubbed his arm and 
scooted a little further from Dinua. 


"K'atini, dikut," Dinua grumbled. 


"Uh, guys," Doran quickly looked out the viewport and pointed. 
"Here comes that 'display of strength' we were warned the others 
might do." 


Swarming out of the myriad of planetary fragments was a fleet of 
ships. They were either half-century-plus old designs or cobbled 
together out of spare-parts, or both, but they still represented a 
sizable force to any localized government. 


"Freighters, corvettes, modified cargo vessels, and maybe five and a 
half squadrons, not bad," Ram noted. 


Jintar shook his head almost in pity. "Look at the shape of some of 
those ships. This is what the Kyr'tsad has been reduced to? I've 
heard from my uncles about pirate operations better equipped." 


"They're all divided among other factions too," Ghes pointed. "The 
gaps in their formations are so wide I could drive a herd of nerfs 
through them. I doubt the others would act to defend their ‘allies' if 
push came to shove." 


"Reading hyperspace distortion," Jintar announced. "It's the 
Kyr'tsadika." 


To say that Tracyn had a flare for the dramatic was understating 
things. Her ancient Mandalorian battleship lanced out of 
hyperspace polished and gleaming. Surrounding it were equally 
gleaming squadrons of advanced-looking Mandalorian fighters. And 
they had arrived directly on top of the massing, posturing Kyr'tsad 
ships. 


"[Oh, was I interrupting something?]" Tracyn's voice sounded over 
open-channels. "[I thought the combat games weren't until after we 
settled the future of our people. |" 


"Tracyn Gedyc, you are last to arrive." A Mandalorian barked. With a 
start, Doran recognized the man as Overlord Viba, the one who had 
kidnapped him in his first week at Gargon. 


"[At least use the proper tongue when you are among your peers, Viba. 
We are all true Mandalorian after all. Or should I remind you of your 
place since your failed attempt to eliminate me on Gargon?]." 


Doran watched in dumbstruck amazement as the gleaming fighters 


of Clan Gedyc suddenly took off, zooming around a freighter 
protected by a lone squadron of Uglies. The Gedyc fighters 
performed several daredevil maneuvers before falling back to 
Tracyn's cruiser. Knowing Tracyn personally, he never imagined 
that she'd be that much of a bully. 


"She has to maintain appearances," Dinua voiced, stirring Doran 
from his thoughts. He looked to her in question, but she maintained 
her gaze at the scene outside. "She still has her fanatics on board. 
To them, she is the unquestionable Overlord of Kyr'tsad. She has to 
show that she has control over the situation or lose the backing of 
her most dangerous supporters." 


"Both she and Vizsla are playing with live detonators," Ram agreed 
in a low voice. "Aimed right, they can cause a lot of damage. Aimed 
wrong and it'll just as easily blow up in their faces." 


"[ Vizsla, Gedyc, head to the following coordinates. Now that we are 
here, we can begin, |" a different voice directed. 


"(Understood Overlord Kryze]," Tracyn replied over the same open 
channel. 


"Who's he?" Doran asked in a low voice as Hera repeated Tracyn's 
acknowledgment. 


"Overlord Korkie Kryze," Ghes made a face. "Leader of the Nite 
Owls, what the Kry'tsad want you to believe is their version of the 
Or'ramikade." 


"One aunt was Satine Kryze, duchess of Sundari until Kyr'tsad and 
the dar‘etii killed her. His other aunt was Bo-Katan, Kyr'tsad 
instigator who was killed by Mand‘alor's people," Jintar supplied 
with a tilt of his head. "Interesting how that happened right?" 


"So how did he become a Death Watch leader?" Doran blinked. 


"Saw that everything his aunts had fought and died for was going to 
waste, got disillusioned with the Mandalorian central government, 
and decided to reform things at blasterpoint," Ghes said with a 
shrug. "Does it really matter why he decided to become a Kyr'tsad 
hut'uun?" 


"Understanding why they're doing what they're doing is a step in 
getting them to stop, isn't it?" Doran asked in confusion. The older 
teens all around him groaned. 


"Dikut," Dinua said dryly. She turned in her chair to look up at 
Doran. "Do us all a favor. When we land, don't say a single word. 
The only thing Kyr'tsad hate more than Mandalorians, is Jetii getting 
involved in our business. The second you open your mouth, they'll 
blast you." 


"What about Hera?" 


"Hey, I'm a Mandalorian," Hera protested. "The bang, boom, look-at- 
the-pretty-explosions kind." 


"Landing in ten," Dinua warned. 


The bright glow of re-entry faded and a large mesa appeared in the 
cockpit window. Shuttles of different types dotted the top, with 
tents and fluttering banners adorning the respective Death Watch 
faction camps. 


"Where's our flag?" Doran asked. 


"They have flags because they'd be unknowns without them," Hera 
sighed. "The Vizsla clan-name is kind of universally known among 
the Mando circles. Just being in a branch clan is enough if you 
claim the name." 


"Let's face it, Doran," Jintar drawled. "Anyone stupid enough to 
claim the Vizsla clan name without actually getting their approval 
is living on borrowed time." 


"Get your rocketpacks," Hera pointed to the rack by the freighter's 
hatch. "We're Clan Vizsla, we don't wait for our ship to land. With 
Tracyn's stunt up there, we need to match her daring." 


"Is everything about Mandalorians a contest to see who's the 
toughest?" 


"When you're the best, who else can you compare yourself too?" 
Jintar remarked. He slid on his ancient Mandalorian helmet, the 
helmet itself seemingly more streamline than modern versions. 
When Doran had pointed out the lack of aerodynamics and how 
Mandalorian tech seemed to have gone backwards, the others all 
glared at him into submission. Apparently, the 'toughest' moniker 
didn't necessarily mean the 'most effective’. 


The group met at the airlock, with an armored Dinua joining them 
last. "Autopilot engaged. I have it running a lap around the mesa. I 


figured we can count off and drop out in staggered formation so we 
approach the mesa from all directions." 


"Showy," Jintar remarked with a smirk. "If I didn't know better, I'd 
have thought that that would be something Dor...ouch!" 


Dinua stepped in front of the Mando-in-training as he rubbed his 
bicep. "I'm out first. Hera, you should be last. Once out, we can all 
meet over the center and descend as one." 


"You're rubbing off on her after all, Dor...damn it, you didn't have to 
hit the same arm!" 


"I did," Doran said darkly. "And I very much want to stay living so 
no more mentioning me rubbing off on anyone!" 


"Smart," Dinua muttered under her breath, her helmet hiding the 
slight flushing of her cheeks. 


The hatch opened, and Dinua rocketed out as if she had been flying 
her entire life. 


"We are so lucky I've got practice on Kamino," Doran breathed out. 
"Don't think flying in a super battle droid counts," Ram mentioned. 
"Never should have told you guys about it," Doran grumbled. 


"You got this, S-T," Hera said supportively. "Just activate the jetpack 
and lean into the direction you want to go. The armor and pack will 
do the rest." 


Doran saw an indicator appear on his HUD and he leaped out into 
the thin atmosphere of the planet. Again he found himself falling, 
and the only thing that made it any better was that he had 
voluntarily thrown himself over and edge this time instead of being 
blasted off one. The scattered clouds and little air resistance had 
him plummet at a brisk pace. He was so engrossed on the planet 
below that he almost forgot that he had to activate his rocketpack. 


With a yelp, he fumbled for the button on his gauntlet. The ground 
was getting awfully close, and if it wasn't for the surrounding 
flatland being lower than the mesa by several dozen kilometers, he 
would have already gone splat. To anyone watching, it looked as if 
he was making a suicidal dive into the ground...which wasn't that 
far from the truth, but was really far from his intentions. 


In the end, Doran activated his jetpack just in time and he ended up 
looking like an insane, daredevil with precision flying skills. 


"Dikut," Dinua growled over the comm. 


Doran, laughing from the adrenaline rush just tapped his comm. 
"K'atini, Jeban. You guys aren't the only ones who can laugh at 
death! Wahoooooo!" 


Doran swooped through the air, performing a barrel-roll that had 
his stomach roll right along with him. He was promptly 
remembered that throwing up would be a bad idea with his helmet 
on, and fell back to more sedate flying practices. 


The indicator on his HUD flashed again, and Doran steered himself 
towards the center of the mesa. Through his armor's sensors, he also 
picked up the ion-trails of the others with him, their forms cutting a 
brilliant star through the cloud layer. 


He met up with the others, they shaking their heads at him in 
exasperation. 


"What? I completely meant to do that," Doran protested. 
"Give him points for style," Ram shrugged. 


"The others are waiting," Hera pointed downwards to where they 
could now see individual Mandalorians standing in the open. 


Adult, armed, and grizzled Mandalorians who'd earned a reputation 
among other Mandalorians for being especially brutal and tough. 
Mandalorians whom the rough and tumble population of Mandalore 
considered terrorist and outcasts. Doran didn't need the Force to 
read the blatant hostility in their stances. 


"Remember, not a word," Dinua glared through her visor slat at her 
reckless friend. 


Hera landed with a flourish, her jetpack cutting off at just the right 
moment. The others dropped down and formed a diamond around 
her. 

"Done showing off?" One of the waiting Mandalorians sneered. 


"[For now]," Hera said in Mando'a. 


The combined group looked up as Tracyn's shuttle cruised through 
the sky and came to a precision landing in front of a row of other 
shuttles. She emerged flanked by her usual squad of black-armored 
Mandalorians. Her own armor-set appeared to be completely new, a 
matte black, and most definitely made of beskar iron. 


"Took you long enough," another Mandalorian called out, turning to 
face the new arrivals. "Between that copikla Verde and you, we've 
been freezing our shebse out here waiting for you." 


To Doran's great surprise, Hera promptly drew her blaster and 
drilled the man in the back of the head. Not so surprising was the 
sound of charging blasters as nearly every single person on the 
plateau raised their weapons. Rockets, flame-throwers, detonators, 
wrist-blasters, plasma pistols, slug-throwers, and all manner of guns 
were held at the ready. 


One guess as to who the only non-combat ready person on the 
plateau was. 


"Hey, hey, hey, let's take it easy!" Doran yelled out, finding that 
being in the middle of a potential fifty-gun cross-fire was very 
undesirable place to be. "That guy called out our leader. Don't tell 
me you guys wouldn't do the same if I called 
your...Overlord...something similar." 


"That's beside the point!" A yellow-armored Mandalorian snarled. 
"Your hut'uunla of an al'verde shot him in the back!" 


"She should have shot him in the front? I don't think it matters 
which side of your head gets the super-heated metal slug," Jintar 
drawled. 


"Not like your faction should care, Reau," Tracyn spoke up darkly, 
her own blaster aimed at the man. "Didn't you become Overlord 
after backstabbing your faction's previous leader? Even sold her 
body to the Hutts to collect on the reward if I recall correctly." 


"If there's going to be a challenge, do it properly," a distinguished- 

looking Mandalorian with a salt-and-pepper goatee and blood-red 

armor chided. "We're not savages here. Either challenge Vizsla to a 
fight in the battle-circle or be done with this childish nonsense." 


An overweight Mandalorian in shining silver armor emitted a 
barking laugh. "Let them kill each other Abiik. It's no skin off my 
back." 


Doran was about to make a not-so-subtle use of the Force to end the 
standoff when the sound of heavy-repeaters barking into the air 
silenced everyone. A new set of Mandalorians emerged from a 
distant tent. These ones definitely appeared to be a cut above the 
rest. Their armor, their weapons, even the way they carried 
themselves spoke volumes. Not to be missed was the massive war- 
mech stalking behind the approaching group. 


"A frackin' Bes'uliik!" Ghes gasped audibly. "How the frack did the 
Nite Owls get a Bes'uliik wardroid?" 


"[That's enough, ]" the apparent leader of the Nite Owls called out 
firmly. A tattered gray cloak flapped in the wind, complimenting his 
gun-metal gray, atmosphere-matching, armor. Where the other 
Mandalorians wore solid-colored armor sets of various materials, 
the Nite Owls appeared to have adaptive camouflage incorporated 
into their set. The colors shifted and blended as they moved, 
making them hard to make out. "Anyone else discharges a weapon 
and Soniee puts you down." 


The Nite Owl atop the Basilisk war-droid offered a mocking salute 
to the others. 


"We're here to discuss the future of Kyr'tsad, not contribute to its 
end," Korkie Kryze stared down the gathered groups, face hidden 
behind his helmet. "Weapons away. Now." 


"As you say, Overlord Kryze," Tracyn said with almost mocking 
deference. She holstered her blaster, and those with her followed 
her example. 


"Try to give orders again without that giant droid," the overweight 
Mandalorian muttered under his breath, signaling his own people to 
lower their weapons. 


"And things were just getting good too," Overlord Viba sighed 
aloud, ejecting the shell from his slug-thrower. 


"Tell those idiots to hold their tongue next time. Just because Verde 
isn't here doesn't mean I'll allow them to insult my clan," Hera 
agreed, twirling her blaster and sliding it back into her thigh 
holster. 

With similar grumblings, the others likewise did as bidden. 


"This matter with the Vongese will not take a break because we were 


being stupid," Korkie said with a touch of impatience. "If you're 
done with this childish posturing, maybe you all will see that we 
have a common goal." 


"Hera Vizsla is not an Overlord. She has no right to join us," a sand- 
colored armored Mandalorian objected. 


Hera sighed, drew the darksaber, and activated it. The lightsaber- 
like hiss it made as it illuminated the clearing in dancing shadow 
silenced everyone. "I have the darksaber and I wield it under the 
Vizsla banner with full consent of Verde. Now do I have that right, 
peon?" 


Despite additional sounds of discontent, the protest was withdrawn. 


"Good," Korkie said. "Overlords Gedyc, Jotun, Abiik, Reau, Vhekad 
and Viba, follow me. You too, Vizsla. The others are waiting. The 
rest of your people can stay out here. Don't worry. My own people 
won't let fighting break out." 


Tracyn held up a hand. "I'm taking Bral as my second. If things go 
wrong, I want him to be a witness." 


"Then I am taking Teroch as my second," the Viba Overlord 
snapped. 


Hera glanced briefly to her allies. "Narod will be my second." 


Doran twitched in shock, trying to meet her eyes behind their visors 
to determine just what she was doing. 


"Very well," Korkie gestured. "I will let the others know that they 
can call their seconds as well." 


"Come on, Narod," Hera addressed Doran. "You're going to help me 
decide the future of these malcontents." 


"Great," Doran said with as much enthusiasm, most of it false, as he 
could muster. Surrounded by cutthroats kind of brought out a 
survival mode that prevented him from blurting out his actual 
thoughts. Chief among them, 'are you kriffin' crazy bringing me, the 
guy with no filter, into a diplomatic meeting with guys with no moral 
filters?". 


Doran looked back at his friends, and then sighed inwardly and fell 
into step with Hera. "I hope you know what you're doing." He 


murmured using the Force to get his message across. 
"Bringing a Jedi to a blaster-fight," Hera replied in kind. 


"In my experience that normally ends in things blowing up and 
people running for their lives." 


"Think of yourself as Plan Besh. If shooting breaks out, I'd rather my 
adoptive little brother was somewhere I could keep my eye on. The 
others are Mandalorians. You're a Jedi." 

"And you shot that guy in cold blood earlier." 

"Needed to establish my position, just like Gedyc. If I'm supposed to 
be representing the most powerful terrorist faction on the planet, I 
need to act like it. Like I said, I'm more Mando than Jedi. You're 
here to keep me from going too far." 

"How exactly am I going to do that?" 

"I figured the Force will tell you when the time is right." 

"The Force doesn't work like that." 

"Then we're screwed." 

"Hera!" 

"When this is all over, we'll either have effectively destroyed 
Kyr'tsad, or we'll have died trying," Hera cut off any further protest. 
"But we've committed to this and I'm not going to quit until one or 
the other has happened." 

They reached the command tent. 

"Well," Doran exhaled. "Here goes nothing." 

FtF Chapter End FtF 

A\N: And Tracyn's story arc has officially begun....no idea when the 
next update for this story will be though...maybe next month? Still 
recovering from my medical procedure and only just returned home 
a couple weeks ago, so writing has been reaaaalllly slow. Next week 


I am posting the next chapter of From Darkness, Light though, and 
the week after will be the next chapter of Legacy Side B. 


17. Gotalad Dajunar 


Gotalad Dajunar 
FtF I FtF 


Doran sat on a bench along the perimeter of the tent, a utilitarian 
canvas tent that now housed the leadership of the Kyr'tsad factions. 
A lone glow-lamp hung from the top over a worn durasteel, circular 
table. Wind shook the tent every so often, making the lamp swing 
back and forth. The dancing shadows only gave those gathered 
around the table a more sinister appearance. 


In addition to Tracyn, Hera, Korkie, and Overlord Viba, there were 
over a dozen other Mandalorians at the table. Their seconds sat on 
benches behind their leaders, just like Doran was doing. He could 
tell that even among the Kyr'tsad there were allegiances and sub- 
factions. The whole set-up reminded Doran of some dysfunctional 
family gathering. 


"You all know why we are here today," Korkie—the grandfather 
annoyed to be there—began, staring down the other leaders. "The 
war with the Vongese is going to be changing the galaxy's power- 
structure in a way that hasn't been seen before." 


"The New Republic doesn't stand a chance against these aliens," one 
of the faction leaders—the brash cousin—nodded. "I give them a 
year, two tops before they crumble completely. Coruscant in half 
that time." 


"Even the Jedi leadership is pathetic," another leader—the 
frightened cousin—added. "They hide in their academy and bicker, 
or stupidly give themselves up in a naive belief that it will stop the 
fighting. Meanwhile the Vongese destroy whole worlds. Did you see 
the holos of Sernpidal?" 


"The Protectorate's leadership isn't any better," sneered Viba—the 
obligatory jerk member of the family. "Hitching their rocketpacks to 
the Vongese like the Mando'ade are some type of ackdogs." 


"They are playing it smart," Tracyn—the little sister that almost 
everyone listened too—spoke up. "The entire galaxy is still ignoring 
the threat. Against the full force of the Vongese, the Protectorate 
would be pasted. Better to ally with a tough enemy and stab them 
in the back when they're taking on someone else, then try to take 


on that enemy all by yourself. 


"Little girls should stay quiet and speak only when asked, Gedyc," 
another faction leader—the brother who thought he was the boss— 
scoffed. "Just because you have your parent's name doesn't mean 
you deserve the title of Overlord. 


"And just because you and some of your friends call yourself 
Kyr'tsad doesn't mean you're actually Mando‘ade," Tracyn retorted. 
"When was the last time your faction did something other than 
commit a crime against the defenseless, Hodar?" 


"Enough," Korkie sounded bored and tired at the same time. 
"Bickering among each other is not going to get results." 


"We need to act soon if we want to be in a position to advance the 
goals of our forefathers," a salt-and-pepper bearded faction leader— 
the traditionalist uncle—agreed. "I highly doubt any opening will be 
available for long." 


"But who are we to target?" A taller man—the family member who 
never seemed to age and looked as if he was in his thirties even 
when he was twice that—spoke. "The New Republic, the Vongese, 
the Protectorate? We have a lot of targets, but not enough 
Mando'ade and besbe'trayce." 


"Do we need to target any of them? Let them wipe each other out," 
an over-weight Mandalorian with bulging durasteel armor-plating— 
the uncle you had to invite because he was family even though no 
one wanted to deal with him—voiced. "Then we step in and finish 
them off." 


"What does Clan Vizsla have to say?" Tracyn said in a challenging 
manner, looking over at Hera. "They've been silent so far." 


"Yes, what does Verde's stand-in have to say?" Viba said darkly. "It's 
obvious Clan Vizsla thinks so little of the rest of us that she doesn't 
make an appearance herself." 


"Aw, are your feelings hurt, Viba?" Hera—the step-sister everyone 
was wary of—replied back in mock-sympathy. "I'm sorry if the girl 
you're chasing stood you up. Or maybe not. The reason why Verde 
isn't here personally doesn't matter. She doesn't answer to you all. 
What is important is that Clan Vizsla has given me full authority to 
act on their behalf, and I say that it's time we end our foolishness." 


"What foolishness are you referring to?" the bearded Mandalorian 
asked. 


"The belief that we have a shot at building an empire when the 
entirety of Mandalore rejects us. What is an empire without people 
to support it? And before you make that age-old argument of 
'making' them support us until they see things our way, just think 
about what's going in the galaxy. If we spend all our effort 
subjugating our own people, then we'll be open for the Vongese and 
the Jedi to waltz right in and take us out. But if we get the people 
of Mandalore on our side...that's a different story." 


"We've tried to do that. Had representatives in Sundari and Keldabe 
advance our agendas politically. But the people are more happy as 
agrarians and thugs for hire. It's the only lives they ever knew, ever 
want to know. Even Manda Motors is more interested in creating 
transports and civilian vehicles than warmachines." 


"And that's the mindset we need to change. We need to get the 
people of Mandalore to realize that their days of farming and 
working for others has to end if they want our people to continue 
on. We need to remind them of their culture, of their heritage. That 
not just anyone with a gun and suit of armor can call themselves 
Mandalorian, or that a group with others not of the planet can call 
themselves a clan," Hera pressed. "War has broken out in the galaxy, 
even if the New Republic doesn't want to admit it. Mandalore can't 
stay on the sidelines if they expect to continue on. If we're the last 
people left when the Vongese finally come for us, who's going to 
help us?" 


"She has a point," one of the other Kyr'tsad leaders—the powerless 
father—said reluctantly. "There's no telling when the Vongese are 
going to stab us in the back. Even Mand'alor himself is setting up 
training camps for the Protectorate. If we Mando‘ade aren't unified 
when that happens, it won't matter what we do in the end. We'll all 
be killed." 


"You're saying that we should just give up the fight?" Viba protested 
incredulously. 


"No, I'm saying we need to fight smarter," Hera replied. "Even 
before Pre Vizsla, we had barely made any headway into bringing 
back a Mandalorian Empire. Clearly something different needs to be 
done if we want the dreams of our forefathers realized." 


"It certainly doesn't help that, when one of the factions disagrees 


with the others they go off and do their own thing, Vizsla," Tracyn 
remarked darkly. "No matter what the rest of us decides, your group 
does whatever it wants." 


"We've talked about unification of the clans before," the wider 
Kyr'tsad leader said in annoyance. "We're just too divided when it 
comes to agreeing upon our course of action. Some want more 
violence, others want to talk and talk and talk until the sun grows 
dark. There is no way our factions can unite, not at this time." 


"Overlord Kryze, what are the Nite Owl's take on things?" the 
bearded faction-leader asked. 


"We'll continue to do what we have," Korkie voiced. "Press Sundari 
and Keldabe politically, at the same time train those disillusioned 
with the current government so that when the government does 
change, we'll be able to step right in without any loss of services to 
the rest of the people. You all know that the Nite Owls under my 
watch have never advocated for violence, and that will remain the 
same regardless of where Mand'alor takes the Protectorate." 


"So essentially, you're going to be as useless as ever," the overweight 
faction-leader sighed. 


"We're at an impasse, it seems," Tracyn spoke, "Each of our factions 
want to do their own thing, no one wants to compromise." 


"We can take a break here," Viba gestured to the others. "See if any 
of us can't hash out a deal behind the scenes. But other than that, I 
agree. We're getting nowhere with these talks." 

Doran felt words catch in his throat before he unwisely spoke out. 
Hera, sensing it, turned back to him, eyebrow raised in question. He 
made a small 'come here' head jerking motion, and Hera stepped to 
him. 

"What is it, vod?" 

"Mandalorians like shooting things, right?" 

"Vod, before I answer the obvious, what do you have in mind?" 


"Give them all something to shoot at besides each other and the 
other Mandos." 


"Like?" 


"Weeeeell...I know of a certain Mandalorian training base on a 
planet not named Mandalore that has an alien occupation force on 
Tha 


"You're crazy." 


"It gives them all something to shoot at, makes them feel 
accomplished, and fighting by each other's side creates that warm 
fuzzy feeling of comrades in arms, right?" 


"Crazy...but these guys are all crazy...I can't believe I'm saying it, 
but it just might work," Hera shook her head slowly. 


"Vizsla, does your second have something to say?" 


"No, he doesn't, Overlord Kryze," Hera said respectfully. "At least 
not to this council. He has, however, reminded me that we have 
been soft for far too long." 


"Oh?" 


"The reason why the Protectorate hasn't hunted us down and 
eliminated the rest of us is because we stopped being a threat," Hera 
said. "I say it's time to remind them that the Kyr'tsad has teeth still." 


"But we just..." 


"We won't attack any Mandalorian targets," Hera cut off the 
overweight Overlord. "Instead, we will attack a target that will 
showcase all our factions' abilities and benefit Manda'yaim as a 
whole." 


"What's that target?" Tracyn said, her eyes flitting to Doran 
suspiciously for a fraction of a second. 


"Mand'alor is training his next generation of Protectorate and 
Or'ramikade on the planet of Gargon," Hera said. "Also on that 
planet is a garrison of Vongese who delight in acting superior to our 
brothers and sisters on that planet. I say we do what Mand'alor is 
too weak to do and take on this occupying force. Show our brothers 
and sisters what Mando'ade with backbone is like." 


"You want us to go up against a military force?" The overweight 
Overlord protested. "They have cruisers and frigates and..." 


"The Nite Owls are in," Korkie said firmly, surprising everyone else. 


"You...you are?" Hera blinked wildly. "I thought..." 


"We don't advocate violence on our own people. But these Vongese, 
they are not exactly our own people, are they?" 


"The Gedyc faction is in," Tracyn said, skillfully keeping her eyes 
from rolling as she once again playfully glared at Doran. "We can't 
let the Protectorate think that Kryze and Vizsla are the ones running 
the show." 


"My faction is in as well," Overlord Viba said darkly. "I'm not 
trusting our future to two little girls and a pacifist." 


With the main Death Watch factions committing, the other 
Overlords glanced at each other in silent debate. The salt-and- 
pepper-haired Overlord was next to assent to the operation, and the 
others slowly followed until the overweight Overlord was the only 
one left. 


"You are going to get you and your clans killed! These Vongese are 
burning the galaxy apart and you want to try to stop them with 
hand-held fire-extinguishers!" 


"If we die, at least it will be as True Mandalorians, on our feet and 
in battle," Tracyn remarked. 


"Once the people of Mand'alor see we fight for them and not for our 
own selfish desires, they'll be more willing to help us out," Hera 
said. "Once we have their support, our numbers will grow and the 
empire all of you...us...have dreamed of, will be possible." 

FtF II FtF 

"How'd it go?" 


"Job's over, we're going back to Gargon," Doran cheerfully greeted 
the others as he stepped into the tent that served as their quarters. 


At once they seemed to shudder in fear. 
"What did you do this time, Dikut?" Dinua groaned. 


"He called down a Kyr'tsad strike on your dad's training facility," 
Hera replied, walking at a fast pace to catch up. 


"You did what?!" 


"He did what?!" 


Doran flinched and smiled uneasily. "Technically it's not on the 
facility. More to the side. You know, where the Yuuzhan Vong have 
set up camp." 


"The facility will be obligated to protect the Vongese," Ram pointed 
out. "The likelihood of Mandalorians dying in battle will be very 
high." 


"That's why it's going to be a sneak attack," Doran said. 
"Oh, this keeps getting better," Jintar laughed. 


"What did I say about not encouraging him," Dinua glared at the 
older teen. "Di'kut, my father is also responsible for the security of 
the Vongese on the planet. Any significant breach will fall squarely 
on his shoulders. If this attack is successful, the Vongese will most 
likely demand his head." 


"I know." 
"You know...and?" 
"And, we're going to call him first to let him know we're coming." 


"That kind of defeats the purpose of it being a 'sneak attack'," Hera 
rubbed at her face. 


"Well, this way, he has time to arrange for some Yuuzhan Vong to 
assume command of security," Doran said with a smile. "Then the 
Yuuzhan Vong guy gets the blame and Beviin looks even better." 


"My head hurts," Ghes Orade thumped his head on the wooden 
table in the tent. 


"Mine too," Jintar muttered. He wagged a finger at Doran. "Let me 
get this straight, Esti. You've somehow convinced the Kyr'tsad to 
launch a united attack on a Mandalorian-held planet, targeting an 
alien invasion force so you can further unite the terrorist 
organization and advance their agenda of a Mandalorian Empire. At 
the same time, the same planet will know we're coming, and you're 
relying on the honor and good-will of the guy in charge to not blow 
the whole thing even if letting the attack happen is technically 
treason for the guy in charge." 


Doran processed Jintar's summary, and nodded. "Yup." 


"And how did you come up with the idea?" Dinua sighed, slumping 
into her hammock and closing her eyes to ward off a headache. 


"Well, it seemed like a good idea at the time," Doran said 
sheepishly. "The other Overlords were talking in circles, and I know 
Mandalorians can't do talking well. They can do blasting well. And 
if I don't want them blasting at the nice people who helped us hone 
our own blasting skills, I had to point them to a target they'd both 
see as a challenge and want to blast in the first place. Gargon was 
kind of the only Mando planet I knew of that fit the bill." 


"You agreed with him, commander?" Ghes asked. 


"Look at this way, Ghes," Hera said softly. "If this doesn't work out, 
he'll have led the bulk of the other Kyr'tsad factions into a battle 
they can't possibly win." 


"Errr...not my intention," Doran said, once again earning glares of 
exasperation from his Mandalorian friends. 


"Imagine the Kyr'tsadika trying to figure out what he's thinking," 
Jintar laughed again. "She has to be going mad guessing at his 
plan." 


"Okay, so what do you have in mind?" Hera sighed impatiently. 


Dinua just shook her head, staring up at the ceiling from her 
position in her hammock. "He's going to help Gedyc get her 
Mandalorian Empire and at the same time try and reform the entire 
Kyr'tsad like only an idiotic, naive Jedi would." 


"Kind of?" Doran wilted when Dinua turned her icy stare onto him, 
as if daring him to say more. "Okay, yeah. Look, the entire Kyr'tsad 
group has no common goal outside of some nebulous thing that 
most of them probably think is impossible to achieve. But give them 
a purpose, something to do other than to plunder and pillage, and 
ravage and loot...something to drink up, and we can use the 
Yuuzhan Vong War to re-brand the Kyr'tsad as the good guys." 


"I suppose you learned this on one of your many adventures?" 
"Mom did it to a pair of gun-runners during a civil war," Doran said, 


teetering his hand back and forth. "It should work on a bigger scale 
though, right?" 


Dinua made a sound at the back of her throat and then tapped her 
gauntlet. A tiny image of Goran Beviin appeared. "Buir, promote a 
Vongese to head of security ASAP. It's the Jetii's fault." 


"It will be done, ad." 


"Stay safe, live well," Dinua ended the conversation, turning off the 
comm. 


Stunned, Doran could only blink wildly. He hadn't expected Dinua 
to have her dad on instant-comms, much less go along with his 
plan. "Thanks." 


"Your crazy ideas haven't gotten us killed so far, Di'kut," Dinua said 
lolling her head in his direction and giving him a faint smile. 


Doran returned the smile, feeling a swooping feeling in his stomach 
as he did. "What can I say, the Force likes me." 


"Since the plan is obviously going forward," Ram said dryly. "Can 
we have a few details?" 


"The Nite Owls, Viba's faction, and us are spearheading the attack," 
Hera answered. "The others follow or attack from flanking 
positions. Gedyc and several others are providing the exfil." 


"You trust the others to not just sit back and let us take the 
pounding?" Ghes pointed out. 


"No, but if they are Mandalorian, they'll join in," Hera remarked. 
"Otherwise they'll always be known as cowards and lose all face in 
the eyes of even the Protectorate. They know this." 


"That's not exactly reassuring. To some, living is worth more than 
honor." 


"It's reality. We came here knowing the Kyr'tsad were dirty, no-good 
scum. My adopted little brother wants to make them shiny, pleasing 
scum. We'll just see how far his Jedi-ness can take them." 


"Perimeter sensor's been tripped," Ghes interrupted. 
The conversation stopped as the group waited in silence. 


Eventually, they could hear the sound of Mandalorian boots 
treading on the rocky ground. 


"Overlord Tracyn Gedyc under flag of truce!" Came the 
announcement from a deep-sounding voice. 


"Enter," Hera said imperiously. 


The blonde-haired, petite Mandalorian entered in her black 
Mandalorian armor, helmet under one arm. "Vizsla." 


"Gedyc," Hera said smoothly. 


Gedyc looked to her two bodyguards. "Wait outside. They'd be 
stupid to do anything to me here." 


"Yes, Overlord." 


"They were big," Jintar commented. "Replaced me and Esti 
already?" 


"Of course," Tracyn's stone-faced expression melted into a warm 
smile. "Needed someone to boss around now that you guys have 
joined the enemy." 


"About that, shouldn't you not be here because we're the 'enemy'?" 
Ghes said coolly. 


"I'm performing an intelligence gathering operation," Tracyn replied 
mildly. 


"Hey Tracyn," Doran grinned broadly. "Speaking of intelligence, 
where in the world did Viba get all his people. The last I heard, he 
was some two-bit faction leader who got nearly all his clan wiped 
out on Gargon's moon." 


"I asked around," Tracyn returned. "He apparently killed five other 
Overlords in honorable battle and absorbed their factions to replace 
his losses. Doubt that's how it happened, but those factions follow 
him now. Now he has the third biggest faction after Vizsla and my 
own." 


"Wow, that sucks." 

"Not really," Tracyn shrugged, taking a seat. "It's much easier to take 
out one large faction than try to hunt down a half-dozen smaller 
ones." 


"Oh, okay, if you say so. Anyways, not that I'm not happy to see you 


or anything, but I thought you were supposed to be keeping your 
distance." 


"I just wanted to hang out with my friends," Tracyn said airily. 


"You came here because you have no idea what the Di'kut is doing," 
Dinua said, swinging back and forth in her hammock. 


"I came here because I have no idea what he's up to," Tracyn sighed, 
sending a dirty look to Doran. 


"Understandable, only a dikut can come up with the convoluted 
plan he did." 


"Hey, I'm right here!" 


"At least he knows he's a dikut," Tracyn said playfully. "Now we 
have three hours before we all take off to launch his attack. Spill!" 


FtF III FtF 

"This has to be the worst idea in the history of worst ideas," Hera 
muttered under her breath as she stared out the viewport. Gargon 
was fast approaching. 

"Hey!" 

"Sorry, was I thinking out loud?" 


"You're the one who repeated my worst idea at the table!" 


"Then it only seemed like a slightly terrible idea. Now it's 
completely horrible." 


"It could be worse," Doran protested. 


"I don't want to know how, and you shouldn't tempt fate by saying 
it," Jintar quickly said. 


The lights in the cargo-hold darkened, and a row of red lights flared 
on. 


"That's the signal." Hera sighed, donning her helmet. 
The communication's from Gargon Control was patched through 


their transport. "This is Gorak Lah Spaceport, you have been spotted on 
our scopes, identify and prepare to be boarded in the name of the 


Yuuzhan Vong Empire." 
"They renamed the spaceport," Jintar said blankly. 


"And have Vongese in control," Dinua's helmeted head cocked to the 
side in thought. "We haven't been away that long." 


Their pilot's voice replied. "Gorak Lah Spaceport? What the shebs is 
this? When in the world did the Vongese claim this system?" 


"As of two days ago, your Mandalorian commanders on the planet 
graciously acknowledged our superiority and control. This morning they 
honored us with the renaming ceremony and gave us full authority when 
it comes to the security of the system. Now identify and transmit your 
access codes or you will be destroyed." 


"Your dad is awesome," Doran muttered to Dinua. 


"Were a cargoship from Manda'yaim, and we don't need no stinking 
code clearances. We're a regular supply convoy you dolts. Unless you 
plan to grow anything on that dust ball down there, you'll let us land 
and off-load the many kilotons of food and other goods we have on 
board." 


"Mandalorian vessels, you will come to full stop and allow inspection 
teams to board to ensure you carry no contraband. Any droids must be 
terminated now or you will face a stiff penalty." 


"We copy, Spaceport Control. We'll come to a full stop in low orbit to 
save fuel. We are hauling a lot of cargo and every minute up here burns 
credits." 


"That is acceptable. Deviate from your current course and you will be 
fired upon." 


The convoy of seven cargo-ships continued their route until they 
were caught up in Gargon's gravity. There they positioned 
themselves over their goal, waiting patiently as several Yuuzhan 
Vong picket-ships, transports, and fighter escort approached. 


"This is either going to work or be the shortest offensive in 
Mandalorian history," Jintar remarked, double-checking his jetpack. 


"Technically we're Kyr'tsad, so it would be the shortest offensive in 
their history," Ram offered. 


"Great, so do we want it to succeed or not?" Doran said with a 
chuckle. 


"Here come the Vongese, all units, prepare to go to Phase Two of the 
plan." Korkie Kryze's voice came over their comlinks. "Release cargo 
blocks in five...four..." 


Doran couldn't help but suck in a breath at the countdown. 


"Kyr'tsad prepare for orbital drops," another one of the Nite Owls, 
Soniee, said during the countdown. 


"Some are going to have more fun on the drop than others," a Death 
Watch Mandalorian half-sighed. 


"Get your own Bes'uliik next time." 
"... Two...one... release and detonate!" 
"Drop! Drop! Drop!" 


Three things happened simultaneously above the skies of Gargon. 
The Yuuzhan Vong vessels, all of which had taken flanking 
positions around the convoy, suddenly found themselves bombard 
by the cargo crates released by the seven cargoships. The moment 
the proximity sensors in the crates detected the alien vessels, the 
crates—completely filled with explosives—ignited in dramatic 
fashion. All at once, the picket-ships, troop-filled Yuuzhan Vong 
transports, and the fighter-escort were engulfed in a devastating 
blast that ripped apart the living vessels with ease. In the confusion, 
the bottoms of the cargo-ships opened up, and a deluge of 
Mandalorian and machine rained down. 


The engines in the large rockets and heavy proton bombs flared 
first, pushing the ordnance through the sky. Giant fireballs and 
earth-shaking thumps rocked the planet a few seconds later as the 
munitions ripped apart the completely caught-off-guard Yuuzhan 
Vong garrison. Whole buildings were blown to bits and pieces of 
purple and orange coral were sent spiraling into the air. An entire 
squadron of coralskippers was caught on the ground and turned to 
non-functioning pieces of charcoal in the bombardment. 


As the warriors and their beasts of war struggled to form some sort 
of counter, the jetpacking Mandalorians, one Mandalorian siege 
droid, and several unconventional war machines rained down a 
barrage of wrist-mounted rockets, anti-personnel cluster bombs, and 


repeater-cannon laser volleys. Warriors that had staggered outside 
to see where the threat was coming from were cut down instantly. 
More clouds of dust and rock were thrown into the air by this 
second wave of blasts. 


Alarms filled the air, a squadron of coralskippers rising up out of 
the nearby spaceport to meet the enemy. They raced towards the 
battle, only to find that enemies with jetpacks were really hard to 
hit or track. 


Doran, following the others down, letting gravity do the work for 
the most part. His mouth went dry at the sight of several Death 
Watch veterans tangling with a flight of coralskippers. The 
Mandalorians were darting about like insects, streaking to and fro 
through the streams of deadly plasma being unleashed by the alien 
fighters. Three coralskippers chasing one Mandalorian had been so 
focused on their target that they didn't see another three chasing a 
second Mandalorian until it was too late. The lead fighters slammed 
into each other in a mass of coral and flame, their wingmen veering 
away sharply to avoid the blast. Another coralskipper trio chasing a 
Mandalorian found that they were unable to pull up in time after a 
steep dive, and two of three ploughed into the rocky ground ina 
crumpled mess. Even if the Mandalorians didn't have weaponry to 
penetrate the coralskippers' hardened armor or void defenses, they 
were eliminating their foe through sheer cunning and daring alone. 


"Stay focused, people. Enemy Cee and Cee still active. Looks like the 
shielding kicked in and not a second too soon," Hera barked. 


"Lucky us," Ghes grumbled. They were close enough to the ground 
that the wailing alarms and chaotic yelling had become audible. 


"Incoming Vongese!" Ram yelled out, pulling out of his dive and 
shouldering his sniper-rifle. His rifle barked several times, picking 
off a gathering of warriors who had come out to challenge their 
attack. 


The surviving warriors shouldered weapons of their own, soon 
filling the sky with blaze and blazebugs in a very thick cloud. 
Several following Mandalorians were picked off in the flurry, while 
most of the others veered away. Staying on course was both Hera 
and Doran, who were able to weave through the danger thanks to 
the Force. Both pulled up a few moments later, but not before 
dropping thermal detonators into the crowd of warriors. The 
Yuuzhan Vong warriors were sent flying in burnt bits and pieces, a 
crater remaining where they had stood. 


"Let's move!" Jintar called out, bringing in a second wave comprising 
of Dinua, Ram, Ghes, and several other Mandalorians. 


The group landed at the membrane door of the command structure 
and blew it open with a shaped charge. Flashes of plasma and 
blaster fire illuminated the inside. Hera and Doran landed on one of 
the building's upper landings and used another shaped charge to 
make their own individual entries on the same level. The coral shell 
blew inwards, and the two teens entered. Hera's plasma-carbine 
flared yellow as she gunned down a group of warriors who had 
been gathering at the top of a staircase ready to ambush those 
below. Doran's laser pistol shrieked as he picked off a few Shapers 
before their implants could go on the offensive. Below, they could 
hear an intense firefight unfolding. 


"Well, that looks important," Hera pointed to an array of Yuuzhan 
Vong computers attached to a pulsating, large, worm-like creature. 


"It does," Doran nodded, glancing into the next room. "So does that 
thing over there." 


Hera glanced at the shrine-like alcove. "Cool, I brought enough 
explosives for both." 


"Jintar, you doing okay down there?" Doran asked through the 
comm as Hera molded some type of clay-like explosive onto the 
living bank of computers. 


"Heavy resistance, we're going to have to fall back. Ram took a round in 
his chest, I'm hit in the leg. Three more Mandos dead." 


"Go ahead, then. We're setting up the fireworks up here." Doran just 
finished his words when heavy footsteps came running up the stairs. 
He managed to catch the first Yuuzhan Vong up in the head, but the 
others were too quick. 


"Do-ro'ik Vong Pratte!" The trio of survivors roared, brandishing their 
amphistaffs and snarling at Doran. 


Doran blinked behind his helmet and glanced at his pistol, 
wondering if these muscle-bound warriors were serious. 


"A real warrior would fight hand-to-hand," snarled one of the 
warriors in accented Basic. He gestured towards the vibroblade at 
Doran's side. 


"Oh, good." Doran raised his blaster and drilled the snarler with 
charged up laser blast that blew a hole through the vonduun armor. 
"Good thing I'm not a warrior then." 


The remaining two charged, and Doran's next shot glanced 
ineffectively off the lead warrior's armor. He discovered that rolling 
with a jetpack was a very uncomfortable experience, one that 
nearly led to an amphistaff being bashed over his head. Fortunately, 
the floor took the hit and he staggered backwards, unbalanced by 
the unfamiliar weight on his back. He quickly hit the release button 
and his jetpack's magclamp fell away. He rolled again, catching the 
jetpack before it hit the ground. 


"Here, you hold on to this," Doran breathed out, tossing the pack at 
the murderous alien soldier trying to skewer him. 


The warrior batted the pack aside, but Doran hit it with a blaster 
bolt at the same time. The explosion sent him and the two warriors 
skidding across the building floor and into the other room. 


"Doran!" Hera's voice came from the adjacent room. 


"Still alive! I got the guys," Doran answered Hera's concerned shout. 
"You almost done with the fireworks?" 


"Setting the last of it now. Think this idol-thingy is one of their 
gods?" 


"Probably," Doran got back to his feet and realized he had 
celebrated his victory too soon. One of the other warriors likewise 
stood, burnt, bloodied, and very angry. The other was dealing with 
terminal shrapnel injuries and was in no condition to do anything. 


The surviving warrior's amphistaff snapped into whip mode, and he 
lashed out at Doran. Doran dove to avoid the snapping jaw of the 
venomous head. The teen belated realized that his blaster pistol had 
fallen from his hands after the blast and that he now had just his 
vibroknife for protection. He drew the weapon, something that 
looked pitifully small against the coiling and lashing whip of his 
opponent. Wondering how much more time Hera needed, he 
shouted back at the way they had come. 


"Done yet?" Doran yelled. 


"Got it! Let's rocket out of here!" Hera yelled, activating her jetpack 
and blazing through the hole she made. 


Doran blinked once more, realizing that he had forgotten to tell her 
about the survivor. "You've got to be kidding me." 


The warrior advanced and Doran stumbled on the corpse of one of 
the shapers as he tried to back up. The stumble saved his life, but 
now put him in a very bad position. 


"Cee and Cee is going to blow in five minutes, everyone get clear!" 


Too distracted trying to stay alive, Doran crawled backwards on his 
hands and legs as the Yuuzhan Vong warrior kept up a relentless, 
whip-like barrage. His vibroblade clanged and jerked violently as he 
warded off several near-misses. 


"Hey, hey, hey! Wait! Time-out!" Doran yelled. "This place is going 
to blow up! Stop trying to kill me otherwise we'll both die!" 


The warrior spat something in his native tongue that Doran had no 
hope of translating. 


"This place, boom!?" Doran gestured wildly, leaping over a polyp- 
like couch to avoid another strike. "Come on, how badly do you 
want to kill me! My life isn't worth yours!" 


The Yuuzhan Vong stopped by his dying comrade, and at first 
Doran thought the warrior was going to tend to him or do 
something comrade-y. His hopes were dashed when all the 
surviving warrior did was pick up the fallen warrior's amphistaff. 
With a grin that stretched across his gray, skull-like face, the 
warrior stalked his foe. 


Doran did his best to take two steps back for every one the warrior 
took towards him, but he was fast running out of options. 


"Three minutes until fireworks people, hope you enjoy them!" 
"Not helping," Doran grumbled under his breath. 


The warrior launched his blistering attack, a barrage of whip and 
rod amphistaff attacks that had Doran in dire need of a new change 
of clothes. He yelped when the amphistaff in whip mode knocked 
the vibroknife from his hand, and then the staff-mode amphistaff 
came down on his forearm. He knew immediately that bones were 
shattered, especially since his armored gauntlet was completely 
caved in from the blow. 


"Wait a minute, where's the Di'kut?" Doran vaguely heard through the 
haze of pain. 


"He's right with...Osik!" 
"Stop the countdown!" That was Jintar's voice. 


"There is no way to stop the countdown! Why would we have wanted 
to?" 


"What are you...wait, Jeban!" 


Doran made a mental note to talk to his Mandalorian friends about 
safety precautions as he held his broken arm to himself. Not that it 
would matter. He was backed into a corner, pain and fatigue 
dueling for position as his primary sensation. The warrior could 
sense victory and was regarding Doran as if the teen was little more 
than an insect. He sauntered a slow, sedate pace, stalking his prey. 
Then the warrior held up both amphistaffs, to deliver a killing blow. 


And was promptly blown to Yuuzhan Vong bits by a jetpack- 
mounted rocket impacting him at several hundred kilometers an 
hour. Dinua flew through the hole Doran had made, landing in a 
graceful roll and coming up to one knee, both her plasma pistols 
drawn. 

"Nice entrance," Doran said weakly. 


"Dikut," Dinua exhaled, relief audible as she holstered her blasters. 
"See why I don't trust anyone else to have your back?" 


"I thought it was just because you became fond of my backside and 
didn't like other people watching it," Doran joked, grimacing and 
leaning on Dinua as she looped his good arm around her. 

"Jeban, less than a minute left, get out of there!" 

"No way you can jetpack us both out of here." 

"You're right," Dinua acknowledged. She let her own jetpack fall off 
her back and began to lead them towards the hole in the wall. "Get 
ready to jump.' 

"Oh, this is going to hurt," Doran moaned. 


"K'atini." 


"Easy for you to say," Doran breathed out, realizing that his legs had 
also taken a blow from the staff-mode amphistaff when both failed 
him. 


Dinua grunted as she bore his full weight for a moment. 
"Sorry." 
"You have to be so heavy?" 


"How come girls can say that to guys, but we can't say it to you?" 
Doran rasped. 


"You can, we'll just blast you afterwards," Dinua quipped. 
"Guys...youre really making us nervous, ten seconds left!" 


They reached the breach in the wall. From there they could still see 
the Kyr'tsad assault going strong as the Nite Owls led the charge 
against an enraged rakamat and its assault crew. 


"Five!" 
"Here goes nothing," Doran exhaled. 


Both he and Dinua leaped from the building just as the charges 
went off. A jet of flame accompanied their leap, both Mandalorians 
falling the several stories and hitting the rocky ground below. 


Doran yelled out in pain on impact, having grabbed onto Dinua at 
the last second and shielded her body from the ground with his 
much larger form. Though he cushioned her fall, his cry had the 
unfortunate side-effect of alerting every warrior still in the area of 
their presence. 


Dinua adjusted fast, drawing both her plasma pistols once more and 
taking out the legs of the nearest warriors, before tracking her shots 
upward. 


Danger flared in the Force and Doran wrapped his good arm around 
Dinua and rolled them both to the side, avoiding several thrown 
amphistaffs in the process. Throughout it all, Dinua remained prone 
against him, her shots dropping one warrior after another. A 
blastbug landed right next to them, and Doran grabbed onto Dinua 
again, rolling so that he was on top of her this time. 


He heard Dinua swear loudly, just before a deafening blast left his 
ears ringing. The Force had shielded him from most of the 
damaging effects, but he still had his senses scrambled. 


And then the rest of his aliit swarmed back in. The Yuuzhan Vong 
forces were pushed back once more by the plasma and blaster fire 
coming from the reckless group barreling into them. 


Jintar, leg in a splint, landed next to Doran and hefted his weight 
with the help of Ghes. Hera and Dinua took up covering-fire duties, 
and the group exfiltrated as quick as they came. 


The group joined the remaining Kyr'tsad forces pulling out of the 
combat zone, the flares of their jetpacks seemingly mirroring those 
from the Mandalorians coming from the training facility. The 
retreating group wove in and out of the used quarries and 
mountains of gravel, keeping low to stay out of sensor range. 


"Now let's see if Gedyc and the others stick to their word," one of 
the other retreating Death Watch soldiers said, casting a helmeted 
gaze to the sky. 


Doran half-heard the conversation between several of the Death 
Watch Mandalorians, lapsing in and out of consciousness as the 
damage to his body once again exceeded the recommended amount 
a growing teenage boy his age should get. 


"You do know that Jeban and the Kyr'tsadika will be very, very 
angry with you if you're the only one of us who dies on a plan you 
proposed. Especially since you got one of the Kyr'tsadika's armor 
sets all beaten to heck." 


Doran wanted to laugh, but he was pretty sure he had a concussion 
from the blastbug detonating right next to him. He tried to focus on 
the ground whizzing past him, and got very dizzy as a result. His 
silence must have alarmed Jintar, because the older teen muttered 
an oath under his breath. 


"Orade, can you take most of his weight for a bit, I need to break 
out the emergency kit." 


"We have an emergency kit?" 
"We don't. This di'kut does," Jintar said. "Two very sexy dalae got 


tired of his shebs ending up like grated cheese every time we left the 
camp. Insisted that each of us carry an emergency kit with vital, 


life-saving drugs and bacta infusions." 
"Last time I checked, Skirata, you weren't a field-medic." 


"My uncle Mereel's not a stripper, but that didn't stop him from 
emerging from this giant Uj cake for the birthday of this girl he 
knew." 


"That's a completely different situation!" 


"First time for everything," Jintar remarked, the slightest terseness 
in his voice betraying his worry. He took off his helmet and clipped 
it to one side of his utility belt. He then reached into a pouch on the 
other side and pulled out a syringe. 


"Take off his helmet for me, would you?" 

Ghes adjusted his hold on the practically unconscious Doran, 
working the very battered helmet off the young teen's head. Both 
older Mandalorians-in-training cursed in unison at Doran's blood- 
caked hair and the dried blood coming from his ears and nose. 


Jintar used his teeth to remove one of his gloves, and then pressed 
two fingers against Doran's neck. "He still has a pulse." 


"You sure?" 


"I'm sure," Jintar hissed. He brought the syringe up and pressed it 
into Doran's neck. 


"And that is?" 

"Combat cocktail that Doc Jusik came up with." Jintar let the 
syringe fall to the planet and pulled out another syringe from the 
pouch. "Only for emergencies. This one's Jedi-magic bacta." 
"What?" 

"Scout and Doc Jusik used their powers to super-power the 
organisms that make bacta do its thing. Or so they say. Supposed to 
work several times quicker than regular bacta." 

"And you just jab it into him?" 


"Can't push it through his beskar'gam. Besides...oh, kriff..." Jintar 
trailed off as Dinua, who had been flying at the front of the 


formation with a borrowed jetpack, appeared to have noticed 
Doran's not so healthy state. She immediately swung a wide arc, 
making a beeline for the impromptu, flying, field-medics. 


"Skirata," Dinua's uncharacteristic anxiousness wasn't missed by 
either male. 


"He's still alive. Want to give me a hand with this emergency kit?" 


Dinua gave a curt nod, allowing both Ghes and Jintar to fully 
support Doran. 


"Evac's here! Clan Gedyc pulled through!" Came the cry from the 
lead group of Death Watch Mandalorians. As they crossed into the 
nightshade side of the planet, the outline of Tracyn's shuttles could 
be seen camouflaged against the dark soil. 


"How's it going, Jeban?" Jintar asked. 


"How should I know?" Dinua snapped. "The Dikut probably has 
enough injuries to kill him several times over. You know your 
uncles only said that this kit is a stopgap. He needs a bacta tank." 


"There's some on the Kyr'tsadika's ship." 


"She's Clan Gedyc, Jintar!" Dinua hissed, her flashing eyes almost 
visible behind her visor. "She can't afford to be seen aiding a 
member of Clan Vizsla!" 


"Weeeeell, I know another place that has a bacta tank, but you are 
not going to like it," Jintar deliberately looked back over his 
shoulder. 


"Skirata," Ghes said in alarm. "We just blew the heck out of the 
Vongese's base. They're going to want blood." 


"Well, it's either we compromise this mission and get him fixed up. 
Or we take the risk and bring him back to camp," Jintar said. "Our 
jetpacks are going to need to recharge anyways so we're going to 
have to make a choice." 


"Go with Wren and Zerimar," Dinua ordered Ghes, her tone sharp 
and reminiscent of the pre-Doran Dinua. "Continue the mission. 
Skirata and I will figure something out." 


"You two are crazy if you do this!" 


"No crazier than this Di‘kut was when he helped the two of us out of 
very bad spots," Jintar said grimly. "We'll be okay, Ghes. Get going." 


Dinua took Ghes' place supporting Doran, and the other 
Mandalorian gave the both of them a brief salute before hurrying to 
catch up with the rest of the fleeing Mandalorians. As Tracyn's 
shuttles took off into the darkened sky, Jintar looked over at Dinua. 


"We are making the right choice, right?" 


"Whatever choice has him living is the right one," Dinua said in 
clipped tones. "Because if he doesn't make it, I have a plasma round 
for both Gedyc and Wren." 


"Gedyc I get, but why Wren too?" 


"She was supposed to have his back. She got so into playing Kyr'tsad 
that she forgot who her true aliit was. If Doran dies because of that. 
She's no better than Gedyc and the others." 


Jintar wisely stayed silent as the two of them began their trip back 
towards the training camp. 


FtF IV FtF 


Doran kept his face impassive as he stood at attention with the 
other Mandalorians of the camp. Though he hadn't yet fully 
recovered, his wounds were no longer life-threatening thanks to a 
short, covert stay in bacta. His lower right arm was in a splint, 
bacta patches still working on the completely shattered bone. He 
had similar splints on his legs, learning that both ulna had been 
fractured by the amphistaff and that only his antiquated 
Mandalorian armor had kept it from being fatal. Apparently the 
armored parts kept his fractured bones in a pressurized grip that 
stopped them from cutting into the artery that ran down his leg. 


All in all, he was alive, very sore, and also very thankful he had 
friends like Dinua and Jintar who were standing on either side of 
him. Now all he had to do was survive a very angry Yuuzhan Vong 
commander's wrath. 


Everyone in the training camp was present, from Goran Beviin to 
the lowest recruit. All were there to witness Gorak Lah deal with 
the results of the very humiliating raid. On the stage in the center of 
the room were almost a dozen Yuuzhan Vong warriors, all stripped 
of their armor and clad only in a loose garment. All were battered 


and bloodied, though each held their head high. 


"The gods are furious," Gorak Lah began, his anger simmering just 
beneath the surface of his voice as he addressed the kneeling 
warriors. "They are beyond furious. And why? A day after the 
Yuuzhan Vong are given rightful claim to this planet, a day after the 
people of this world acknowledge our greatness, your incompetence 
brings our people shame. The temple to the great Yun-Yammka lies 
in ruins! The dhuryam consecrated by the High Priest of Yun- 
Yammka, brought in especially for the ceremony celebrating the 
acquisition of this world, dead! And even more, the spaceport 
named in my honor is no longer operational after the heretics that 
assaulted the planet drove their cargoships into it! Not warships or 
starfighters, cargoships! The same cargoships that destroyed 
elements of the glorious fleet of Yun-Yammka through trickery and 
guile. Do you deny that the gods have turned their eyes from you, 
warriors of Domain Taav?" 


The warriors remained silent. 


Gorak Lah made a gesture, and other Yuuzhan Vong approached the 
platform, each placing a living knife in front of the prostrated 
warriors. 


"Mandalorians," Gorak Lah addressed the crowd. "You will see our 
resolve, our dedication. Failure, we allow. But not incompetence on 
the level these warriors have displayed. Commander Beviin, 
approach." 


Doran felt Dinua tense up against his side, and let his hand slide 
into hers and give it a reassuring squeeze. He didn't sense that her 
father was in any danger, but he knew she couldn't feel the Force 
like he did. He felt Dinua's fingers curl around his own as she kept 
her face impassive and eyes forward. 


"Commander, you are in charge of these crechelings, are you not?" 
Gorak gestured to the Mandalorians all around the stage. 


"They are learning to be warriors, yes," Goran confirmed. 
Gorak pulled out a living knife of his own, patting the flat side 
against the palm of his hand. "And is it not also true that this 
planet's safety and security was your responsibility?" 


"Until such time your Grace convinced me that your people could 
do a better job, yes" 


Doran let his thumb reassuringly caress the outside of Dinua's hand 
as he felt her suck in a fearful breath. 


"Tell me, what would you have done differently than my men?" 


"Your Grace, your men could not have possibly realized that the 
dialect used by the attackers in their first comm-contact with them 
was not of my home world. They assumed that all Mandalorian's 
sound and speak the same language. Had my people been in the 
control tower, such a fact would have been picked up on 
immediately, and the cargoships would never have been allowed to 
get close to this planet." 


"You are saying that the first mistake of my men was to exclude 
your people from the security of this planet?" 


"Merely that we might have been of help had we been allowed to 
serve,” Goran answered. 


Gorak nodded and moved to one of the kneeling warriors, gesturing 
to him. "I concur. This is Dal Taav, once Commander Dal Tav, in 
charge of the operations of the spaceport. Now he is just an unlucky 
survivor of the suicide runs the attackers employed on it. Is he not 
the one who expelled your people from the spaceport?" 


"He is." 
"Dal Taav, do you serve the Yuuzhan Vong, do you serve the gods?" 
"I do, Supreme Commander." 


"Then you know what must be done," Gorak used his foot to nudge 
the knife towards the warrior. 


"My life for the honor of my Domain!" The warrior yelled out, 
grabbing the knife. 


Before Doran comprehended what was happening, the warrior 
jammed the knife into his own stomach and gave it a hard twist. 
This time it was Dinua who brushed her thumb along the outside of 
his hand, her demeanor stoic yet at the same time she was 
deliberately broadcasting her sympathy in a way she knew he'd be 
able to feel. 


Doran felt his own stomach rebel as the Yuuzhan Vong warrior fell 
over, writhed in obvious agony for several long minutes, before 


finally going still. He glanced fearfully at the other warriors still on 
the platform, an urge to say something, to object, rising. As if she 
could sense it, Dinua's grip on his hand became extremely tight and 
it snapped him back to the present. He forced himself into a 
calming exercise. Sure the Yuuzhan Vong might be enemies, but 
this...this was true insanity. 


"He's dead," the Mandalorian commander said neutrally. "How will 
he learn from his mistake now?" 


"It is not for him to learn," Gorak Lah answered. "Those watching, 
his subordinates, they will now remember the lesson vividly. They 
will remember what happened to the fool who was so ignorant as to 
ignore a source of intelligence and then rue the day he did." 


"Those watching will definitely remember this." 


"Tell me more about the perpetrators of the attack, commander," 
Gorak mused, walking around the other warriors who sat 
unflinchingly. 


"They are an off-shoot, heretics if you will. Our own people have 
orders to kill them on sight." 


"And their combat capabilities?" 


"They are mostly self-taught, considered little more than terrorists 
and cowards by the rest of my people." 


"Their numbers?" 


"Never reaching greater than a few thousand. The Protectorate often 
hunts them down if they grow too bold." 


"So how many would you say participated in the attack, 
commander? My own people have gathered close to three dozen 
bodies and have made note of many others." 


"Judging from the after-action reports and eye-witness accounts of 
my own people as the cowards fled, a little more than a hundred 
participated. Maybe twice that many to crew the ships that helped 
them escape." 


Gorak very calmly knelt by another warrior. "Sub-commander 
Rakan Taav, do you hear what the commander of the Mandalorians 
says? Your base was attacked by a hundred, self-taught, terrorists. 


Yet they slew both rakamat, both Fire Breathers, destroyed a third 
of the base and slaughtered how many warriors again?" 


"Casualty figures were still coming in, Great One," the sub- 
commander said, visibly swallowing. "But I am not to blame for the 
losses. Our yorik-et squadrons and anti-air guard units were meant 
to protect my forces from threats from above." 


"Yes, and their commanders are here on the stage with you. Yet 
once these terrorists reached the ground, your forces still suffered 
heavy losses. The numbers ares still coming in, but they've 
surpassed seven thousand now, haven't they?" Gorak straightened, 
nudging the blade towards the warrior with his foot. "Those you 
selected as officers below you failed to halt the attack. Your 
warriors on the ground were an embarassment. In fact, it was only 
when the Mandalorians of this base came to aid your forces that the 
terrorists finally withdrew." 


"Many of the casaulties came from the bombardment from their 
ships. Afterward, there was much chaos and..." 


"You will dishonor your Domain with more pathetic excuses?" 
Gorak roared, backhanding the warrior. 


"No, Supreme Commander." 
"Then prove it." 


Doran closed his eyes as the macabre spectacle continued on. One 
warrior after another was forced to admit his failings until all 
eleven were dead, their blood pooling on the stage and dripping off 
the side. He couldn't help but feel sympathy towards the warriors, 
sorrow that they were dead, in part because of his plan. Sure he 
might have killed Yuuzhan Vong during the attack on the base. But 
that had been in battle, in war. These warriors were dying because 
the head of the Yuuzhan Vong forces at Gargon needed a fall-guy to 
save his own neck. 


"Commander Beviin," Gorak addressed the Mandalorian with little 
emotion. 


"Yes, your Grace?" 
"You will resume responsibilities as steward of this planet. Should 


there be any more loss of Yuuzhan Vong life, any more...terrorist 
attacks, it will be your life that will be forfeit." 


"Understood." 


With that Gorak Lah and the sizable contingent of Yuuzhan Vong 
with him marched out of the assembly hall, leaving the bodies of 
the fallen where they lay. 


Doran, Jintar, and Dinua all released a breath of relief, and Doran 
and Dinua reluctantly released hands as the others began to return 
to their duties. Doran, still staring at the bloodied stage, felt his 
now free hand begin to tremble. He could see the lifeless eyes of the 
warriors crumpled on the stage, could see the still living daggers 
twitch within their victim. He had caused it, had developed a plan 
that caused perfectly good warriors to die because of some trickery 
they had had no chance of fighting. 


"Doran," Jintar patted the younger teen on the back. "Come on, let's 
get out of here. Commander Beviin wants to talk with us." 


FtF V FtF 


The door slid shut behind them, leaving the trio of teenagers alone 
with the commander of the Mandalorian training camp in his office. 


"What is to be said in this room will not be repeated," Goran Beviin 
began without introduction. "The Kyr'tsad attack has put me ina 
delicate position, not only with Gorak, but also with Mand'alor 
himself." 


The teenagers, seated before his desk, remained silent. 


"On one hand, Mand'alor expects me to take care of the situation, to 
wrap up this latest group of Kyr'tsad hu'tuune. On the other, I know 
you count one of their leaders as a member of your aliit. On the 
third hand, should these Kyr'tsad hu'tuune attack Vongese positions 
again, all of Manda'yaim will be in trouble. So as you can see, I have 
a choice." 


"Sir," Jintar spoke up. "Captain Wren and her people are still with 
the Kyr'tsad. They might get caught up in the crossfire of any 
attack." 


"I am aware of that. Just as I am aware of this message," Goran 
activated his desk's holo-projector and the image of Verde Vizsla 
emerged. 


"Olarom, Gargon al'verde. Ni cuyi Verde Vizsla. By now, my 


confederates would have launched an attack on your world and 
seriously embarrassed those guarding it. Attached to this message is the 
coordinates my confederates will have retreated to after the battle. You 
have little time to act on this intel. Once an agreement is reached with 
the disparate factions, they will splinter and no doubt launch more raids. 
The Mando'ade as a people cannot afford this distraction. Send in your 
or'ramikade to destroy these rogue groups of Kyr'tsad before they end us 
all." 


The hologram flickered off, leaving Goran staring at the three 
stunned teenagers. "Apart from wondering how a second Kyr'tsad 
leader has managed to get hold of my personal, secure comm- 
frequency, I am asking the three of you your opinion. Is the 
coordinates she gave accurate? And if so, shall I tell Mand‘alor to 
deploy the or'ramikade?" 


"They are at Concord Dawn, buir," Dinua confirmed, very clearly 
hiding her surprise at Verde's message. "And Vizsla is right in 
suggesting that they'll only be there for a little while longer. 
Dor...We convinced the Kyr'tsad leadership that the best way to 
move forward is to have a common enemy. To unite against the 
threat of the Vongese in order to save Manda'yaim from itself." 


"Did you all now?" Goran looked to both Jintar and Doran. 

"Sir, it was..." 

"A joint effort, like she said," Jintar cut Doran off. "The Kyr'tsad are 
going to be stronger than ever in a short while, especially if the 
clans unite." 

"And what do you make of Vizsla's offer?" 

"She has the largest Kyr'tsad faction," Dinua supplied. "A joint force 
with Gedyc in control would be a threat to her power. Given that 
Gedyc convinced her to send Commander Wren in her place, Vizsla 
must fear a double-cross." 


"So she double-crosses them first," Goran finished, shaking his head 
in disgust. "Kyr'tsad shabuire!" 


"Sending in the or'ramikade is the best thing to do," Dinua nodded 
once. "We cannot let the Kyr'tsad return, not on the eve of a pan- 
galactic war." 


"T'll send the word," Goran nodded once. "You do me and Medrit 


proud, ad." 


"Thank you, buir," Dinua bowed her head, deliberately avoiding 
looking at a shell-shocked Doran. 


"T'll have the three of you join the regular units I'll send in support. 
You leave tomorrow morning. Dismissed." 


The moment the three had left the office, Doran found his voice 
again. He hurried to catch up with the other two. 


He reached out and gripped one of her hands to keep her from 
talking another step. "Dinua!" 


"Doran," the teenage girl looked to him, her emotionless face telling 
him more than any other response. 


Doran released her hand but glared at her. "What the kriff as that 
about!" 


"My duty as a Mandalorian," Dinua replied in the same monotone, 
her eyes flinty. 


"Don't give me that. You said you were loyal to your aliit. You owe 
Tracyn your life! Or was that all talk to manipulate the naive little 
me?" 


Then unexpected of both Jintar and Doran, Dinua's fist impacted his 
face. Doran staggered backwards as Jintar shouted in shock. 
"Jeban!" 


Hurt shown in her eyes as she glared at Doran. "Never question my 
honor or the bonds you helped me forge, dar‘manda! We've saved 
each other's lives several times over, fought side by side. You've 
even seen me at my lowest! Yet you still doubt me, still think so 
little of me that I'd throw away that which makes me me simply 
because someone commanded me to? Get out of my sight, 
dar'manda!" 


"Dinu..." 
"Go!" Dinua snarled, her dark brown eyes almost black with rage. 
"Wait, wait, you guys," Jintar tried to step in. 


"Skirata," Dinua said in a warning voice. "If you value our 


friendship, stay out of this." 


"It's because I value our friendship that I'm stepping in," the oldest 
of the three teens shook his head. 


"The dar'manda chooses to side with terrorists and scum," Dinua 
said coldly, arms folded in front of her. "Has no faith in his aliit and 
rather trust them instead. That's fine. If he wants to play hero, he 
can. At least I know what my duty is. At least I know who and what 
I am. Let him play Kyr'tsad now. He's obviously done playing 
Mando'ad." 


Doran's mouth opened and closed several times, but he couldn't 
think of anything to say that would make the situation any better. 
He knew apologies were useless in Mandalorian culture. Words 
were pretty, but actions spoke a lot more. At the same time, how 
could he show he was sorry for doubting her when she obviously 
had given up on him? He tried to say something several times, but 
again the words wouldn't come. Instead, all he could do was stick 
his hands in his pockets and turn away. What had he been expected 
to think when Dinua had all but encouraged her dad to send the 
elite Mandalorian commandos against his friends? How else could 
one have taken that? 


As that thought struck him, a pang of panic raced through him. 
Tracyn and Hera needed to be warned. There was no way he was 
going to have their deaths on his head. The moment he left the 
corridor and turned the corner, he took off running for the vehicle 
hanger. 


Had he stuck around, he would have heard Jintar and Dinua 
continue their conversation. 


"You alright, Jeban?" Jintar said softly, hearing Doran's hasty 
footsteps echo through the corridor. 


Dinua looked down at her feet, her eyes squeezed shut and unshed 
tears hanging on her eyelashes. "Of course." 


"Jeban?" 

"It had to be done," Dinua whispered hoarsely in explanation, at the 
same time it seemed like she was trying to convince herself of that. 
"It had to be done." 


"Doesn't make it right or mean you have to take it like a droid," 


Jintar supplied with uncharacteristic gentleness. Like Doran, he 
made no mention of the tears escaping the Mandalorian girl's eyes. 


"He's barely recovered from the attack," Dinua's head whipped up, 
face hard. "And we both know what he is at heart. He's going to be 
right in the middle of a shooting war between our people and 
Kyr'tsad." 


"You know what your father told you when the Dikut was in the 
bacta tank." 


"T know!" 


"It's because he's a softy at heart, not one of us, that he can do this. 
Any other path has us being exiled from our clans, being made 
dar'manda ourselves. Your dad's plan was the only one that got us 
out of this mess with everyone's position intact. A mess, caused by 
the Dikut by the way." 


"I know," Dinua growled. 


"I know that bringing up the past is useless, but we could have just 
brought him back with us and left with the Kyr'tsadika's people. 
He'd probably not make it, but at least we'd still be with the rest of 
our aliit." 


"Skirata, stop talking," Dinua snapped, wiping furiously at her tears. 
"We have until tomorrow morning to come up with some plan to 
get the rest of our aliit off Concord Dawn in one piece. Blasted 
Gedyc for getting him involved in this." 


"Hey, Doran is far from helpless. And improv is kind of his strength. 
By the time we get there, I'm sure he'll have everything wrapped in 
a neat bow and we'll have worried for nothing." 


"I'm not worried," Dinua grumbled, glaring at Jintar and daring him 
to say otherwise. "Especially about that Di’kut." 


"As you say," Jintar nodded wisely. "I'll do the worrying then. You 
can do the planning. Your brain's better for that anyways." 


Dinua lightly slugged his arm, a faint smile flickering across her 
face. 


FtF VI FtF 


Stealing a ship from the training camp was unnerving enough, but 
surprisingly simple. The hangar had been empty of personnel and 
row of three ships sat all prepped and fueled for the Mandalorians' 
departure the next morning. Doran figured that the number of 
people willing to steal from Mandalorians on one of their 
strongholds numbered in the single digits. 


Blasting through the still recovering Yuuzhan Vong orbital forces 
was another thing. A single picket-ship and a squad of fighters stood 
between him and freedom. He had probably signed another death- 
by-suicide order by evading the plethora of Yuuzhan Vong fighters 
and making it to hyperspace before they could question him. 


And then there was re-emerging from hyperspace in a Kyr'tsad- 
controlled space, in a Mandalorian-tagged shuttle. Of the three, that 
had probably been the most terrifying. He emerged, several dozen 
missile-locks and laser-targeting systems immediately began 
tracking him. Several Gladiator-class fighters from Tracyn's faction 
swooped in, buzzing him with their engine-wash. Another Kyr'tsad 
fighter immediately shot out his hyperdrive. Ion energy from a 
freighter shorted out the rest of his systems. And this was before he 
could even make a single broadcast. 


"Great," Doran groaned, letting his head roll back to hit the headrest 
of the pilot's chair. At least they hadn't completely blasted him 
apart. He was about to touch the Force to make contact with Hera 
when a shadow loomed over his shuttle. His ship shook once more 
as a tractor beam locked onto it. 


He knew that the Kyr'tsad only had one ship that size. He groaned 
again, but this time in relief. It was Tracyn's ship. Just the person he 
needed to see. 


Of course, before he could get to her, he had to face the Kyr'tsad 
boarding team which slammed him into the ground, stun-cuffed 
him, hobbled him, gagged him, frisked him, and then threw a bag 
over his head. The last part Doran wasn't exactly sure what for 
considering he knew exactly where he was being taken. Again, as 
long as he made it to Tracyn with all his limbs, he was okay. 


"Overlord Gedyc!" 
"What is this?" 


"The lone occupant of the Mandalorian ship that emerged from 
hyperspace. He put up a fight so we had to subdue him." 


Doran's head jerked in surprise. That was so not what happened! 
"Just him?" 

"Yes, Overlord. But we scanned him and he's clean. We jettisoned 
his ship after capture and destroyed it. If there was anyone else on 
the ship, they're dead." 

Doran let out an exasperated breath at that, unable to help but roll 
his eyes beneath his hood. What is it with Mandalorians, even the 
terrorist ones, wanting to blow things up? 

"Silence!" 


Doran let out a gasp as the Mandalorian kicked him in the back, 
causing him to topple to the ground. 


"Navi-computer said he came from Gargon," the Kyr'tsad flunky 
continued his report. "So he must have followed our hyperspace 
trail with the intent to report back to Gargon when he finds us." 
"Has he said anything?" 

"Nothing useful." 


Doran scowled mentally. They hadn't even questioned him! 


"I was on Gargon for a while. Let's see if this Protectorate lapdog is 
anyone I recognize," Tracyn said coolly. 


Doran blinked wildly when the hood was removed. 
"Doran!?" Tracyn cried out, eye bulging. 


Doran emitted a muffled greeting through his gag. Though he did 
have to look around in surprise. He didn't think throne-rooms were 
part of the original ship design. Tracyn sat on a gleaming throne of 
black rock, Mandalorian banners of different clans plastering torch- 
lit black walls with gold trim. 


"Release him, now!" Tracyn snapped to her flunkies. 
The cuffs and hobble were off and Doran pulled the gag from his 


mouth. He smiled lopsidedly at her while rubbing his wrists. "Nice 
to see you again, Mando Ewok." 


A blaster butt to the back of his head had him fall forward. 
"She is the rightful Overlord of Kyr'tsad, show some respect!" 
"Leave us!" Tracyn barked. 

"Overlord?" 

"He is no threat to me, leave." Tracyn repeated harshly. 


"Yes...Overlord." The two Mandalorians in black armor held an arm 
out in high-salute and then pivoted and left the room. 


"Ouch," Doran grumbled, still flat on the floor from where the blow 
had sent him. 


"K'atini," Tracyn smiled softly, helping up into a seated position. 


Doran flinched at the familiar phrase, a reminder of why he had 
come alone. 


"Doran?" Tracyn said, worriedly. 

"It's..." Doran shook his head and returned to the reason why he had 
come. "Tracyn, Verde let Gargon know where you all are. A strike- 
force will be here sometime tomorrow." 

"I know." 

"You know?" 


"It was all part of the plan," Tracyn said. "Are you okay?" 


"Headache from where your goon hit me," Doran rubbed the back of 
his head. "And what plan is this?" 


"The current Mand'alor has almost a hundred or'ramikade under his 
command," Tracyn explained. "We have to whittle that number 
down as best we can so he doesn't use it against New Republic 
interests." 

"You're leading his people into a trap?" 

"Not really," Tracyn bit her lower lip. 


"I am really tired of games, Tracyn." 


"Look, Verde and I, and I guess you now, are the only ones who 
know the Protectorate is incoming. We don't want the rogue 
elements of Kyr'tsad to be any stronger either," Tracyn made a 
vague hand gesture. "The successful raid on Gargon only 
emboldened the more militant members of all factions. Sure we're 
uniting, but under a banner of war. Trapped womrapts are more 
dangerous after all." 


Doran held his head in his hands, running through breathing 
exercises in his head. This was so far out of his league he wasn't 
exactly sure what to say. He was only thirteen years old for Floppy 
Hutt's sake! 


"The fact that you thought I didn't know about the attack means 
Baby Wookie Two and Jeban don't know either," Tracyn pressed on. 
"And that's good. At least they can truthfully claim ignorance when 
the waste-matter hits the rotating aeration device." 


"And Clan Gedyc?" Doran scowled. "Are you leaping out as soon as 
the Protectorate show?" 


"I left all my moderates and people I don't mind around me back at 
base," Tracyn shook her head. "Everyone with me is a die-hard 
fanatic who'd give their first-born to take on Mand'alor. This is my 
way of dropping the fanatics from my group. Give them what they 
want, a glorious fight against the Protectorate. But since they look 
to me as their leader, it's only right that I fight along with them." 


"You could die!" 


"Then I'll die," Tracyn shrugged. "At least Verde will continue the 
fight. Like I told you earlier, Doran. She and I have thought this out 
for a very long time. We know what we're doing." 


Doran blinked for a moment, then shook his head very slowly. He 
brushed off her hand and stepped away from her. "You know what? 
I quit." 


"Doran?" 


"You Mandos think you're above political games and the pettiness 
that's sunken other governments. But at the core of it, you're 
actually worse. At least those governments know they're corrupt 
and petty. You all just try to hide behind your Resol'nare and 
dreams of an Empire that will go on to kill millions. Don't you get 
it, Tracyn. Normal people, good people, don't plot the deaths of a 


legion of soldiers willing to die for you just because they're 
extreme! Normal people, good people, don't bring in super- 
commandos down on themselves and risk the lives of their friends 
because of some ridiculous long-game that might not ever pay off! 
And regular people sure as heck don't repeatedly backstab people 
they call friends because their bantha-dung-filled culture says it's an 
honorable thing to do!" 


"Doran, I'm trying to..." 


"You know what? I don't care," Doran spat, glaring at Tracyn. The 
look on his face had her take a step back, blue eyes widening. "Do 
whatever you want. Play your games and act like you're better than 
your parents and grandparents. But we both know they'd be doing 
the exact same thing in your place. And don't get me started on 
Dinua and Jintar. The two bucket-head wannabes believe their 
culture is actual worth saving, that the Vongese and Mandalore will 
hold hands, sing songs, and watch the galaxy burn. I'm fed up with 
it, don't want anything more to do with Kyr'tsad or the Protectorate, 
or anyone with a jetpack and an inflated view of their own worth. 
Have fun with your civil war and bringing about a new era for your 
people. I'm sure the guys here you're leading to the slaughter will 
celebrate beyond the grave once that happens." 


"Doran...wait..." 


"Just give me a ship and let me get out here," Doran cut her off. "It 

was nice meeting you, Overlord Gedyc. Hope you have a fun battle 
to the death that all you Mandos are so fond of. Once you work out 
who's killing whom, give my regards to Jintar and Dinua. Killing is 
all you Mandos are good for anyways, right?" 


FtF Chapter End FtF 
A\N: Some discord among friends...what will happen to Dinua and 


Jintar and Tracyn? Where is Doran going? Find out next update... 
next week! 


18. Gotalad Gett'se 
Gotalad Gett'se 
FtF I FtF 


Doran used the Force to give himself a don't-bother-me aura as he 
sat in the dingy corner of a cantina on Taris. Normally a thirteen- 
year old human would attract attention, but he was in an 
environmental suit with a tinted visor. All anyone saw was a tall 
bipedal being staring out seemingly into nowhere. 


Not that anyone was looking at that. The holos all over Taris were 
blaring about the latest and most shocking headlines. The Ciutric 
Hegemony's capitol had just fallen to these mysterious invaders 
from another galaxy. Independent from both the Imperial Remnant 
and the New Republic, the Hegemony didn't stand a chance as its 
headquarters and leadership were wiped out before any real 
resistance could begin. The news reports talked about infiltrators 
and traitors taking down the planetary defense grid and leaving the 
door wide open for the invaders. 


Even more worrisome was that the Yuuzhan Vong weren't sticking 
around. They were already readying their fleet for the next 
offensive, and all the talking heads on the HoloNet concurred that 
Vinsoth would be hit next. The New Republic seemed unable to, or 
unwilling, to challenge the Yuuzhan Vong so far away from the 
Coreworlds. 


"Doran," Tyria Sarkin Tainer slid into the booth opposite of him. 


"Hi mom," Doran quipped lightly, removing his helmet. His 
emotional barriers were still locked down tight. This was his second 
day on Taris and the time away hadn't made things any better for 
him. The last thing he wanted was for his mom to dissect his 
emotions. But it didn't appear to have helped as she used her 'mom 
sense,’ which seemed to trump Jedi sense, and arched an eyebrow 
at him. 


"You picked a cantina to meet? Just because you're a Mando adult 
doesn't mean you're an adult outside their little world." 


"Tell me about it," Doran said mullishly. "But I've been good, I didn't 
order any more alcoholic drinks after the first one." 


"I'm glad I did something right raising you," Tyria deadpanned. 


"Why did you send me to Gargon?" Doran got straight to the issue 
he knew his mom was leading him toward. "I know you sent me 
there to learn survival skills because of that..." he gestured to the 
news broadcast. "But out of all the places in the galaxy. Out of all 
the military cultures and Force-sects and militias. Why the 
Mandalorians?" 


Doran watched his mother close her eyes and take a deep breath, 
the droning of the holo-broadcast filling in the silence that was left 
in the wake of his heated questions. 


"The Mandalorians, apart from a few odd-balls, have always been at 
odds with the Jedi," Tyria began carefully. "Unlike all the other 
cultures we've visited, they are the only ones that view the Jedi as 
beneath them. No, not beneath them...unworthy of their attention. 
The few times the Jedi have risen to the level of threat in the eyes 
of the Mandalorians, wars on a galactic scale were fought. It's not 
just the military ethos versus diplomacy-first methods that run into 
conflict." 


"What, the Jedi are the light and the Mandalorians dark?" Doran 
said bitterly. "Because all they seem to like doing is killing, making 
things blow up, and pretending they're the best in the galaxy." 


"All the Jedi do is run around the galaxy deposing regimes they 
disagree with, making things blow up, and pretend they're the only 
ones in the galaxy that can keep the peace," Tyria said with an air 
of casualness. "No, the Jedi are not light and the Mandalorians are 
not dark." 


"You still haven't answered my question mom." Doran said in 
annoyance. 


"And you're still too young to take that tone with me," Tyria 
returned coolly, giving him a 'mom' stare. 


Doran looked away. "Sorry." 

"The Jedi and Mandalorian Protectorate are one and the same if you 
think about it," Tyria said simply. "They just emphasize different 
things about life. Think a warped mirror." 


"How are..." 


"They both follow the wisdom and guidance of their leader, almost 
to a fault at times," Tyria ticked one finger off. "They've both had 
their time, have fallen, and then risen from the ashes because of 
their culture. They both live by a code which stresses cohesion and 
unity. And they both have their groups of people that disagree with 
how things are done. They never see eye to eye because the 
Mandalorians and Jedi always recognize their own flaws when they 
do meet. All the flaws of one culture are clear as day in the other, 
and it scares both. The Mandalorian Protectorate are what the Jedi 
would be if we didn't have the Force. Those military and survival 
skills are just one of many things your father and I wanted you to 
learn at Gargon." 


"I know that the Jedi aren't perfect already. You've taken me to 
more than enough Force-sects out there to get a different view of 
the galaxy." 


"I'm not talking about just the Jedi, Doran," Tyria said wryly. "I'm 
also talking about the Force in general. For every Force-sect out 
there, there is a Mandalorian Clan that is just as different from the 
rest of the Protectorate. The Skiratas, Beviins, Ordos, and whichever 
clan might differ in some way, drastically in many cases. But in the 
end, they're Mandalorian. The Jedi, Baran Do sages, Jensaarai, 
Dathomiri witches, they differ in culture and belief, but in the end, 
the Force ties them all together." 


"Are you going to ever answer my question mom?" Doran said in 
exasperation. "I don't care if the Mandalorians are similar to some of 
the just-as-crazy Force-users you took me to. You could have taken 
me to those Force-users instead and saved me a lot of grief." 


"Fine," Tyria folded her hands on the table in front of her. "But first 
you tell me why you're on Taris, several dozen lightyears from the 
nearest Mandalorian world." 


"I got tired of the Mandalorians pretending they were above other 
cultures when they were actually just as bad as the rest of the 
galaxy." 


"So you just quit?" Tyria arched a fine blonde eyebrow. 


"Yeah," Doran huffed, looking away. "The people I thought of as 
friends ended up being nothing more than blood-thirsty crazies who 
stuck to their code of conduct even when it made absolutely no 
sense at all." 


"We've encountered similar situations before," Tyria pressed. "You 
got a laugh out of it last time." 


"Yeah, well, last time didn't involve my friends marching into battle 
ready to blast each other over something that doesn't even matter. I 
mean, look at the Holo! The Yuuzhan Vong are blazing through 
every system, taking worlds and killing billions. The Mandalorians, 
in the meantime, want to play stupid political games and hold onto 
that antiquated code of theirs, thinking that their corner of the 
galaxy is the only one that matters." 


"Hold that thought," Tyria held up a finger. She inserted a credit- 
chit into the table's HoloNet player and then selected a channel. 


"In other news, the Jedi Order is urging calm on all sides. When 
questioned as to why the Jedi weren't doing more to stop this invasion, 
Grandmaster Skywalker had this to say. 'The Jedi Order is not built to 
fight a war. Aggression without temperance is a path that leads to the 
dark side, and our code prevents us from acting out of fear and hatred. 
The Senate expects us to lead some form of counter-offensive, but the 
Jedi are not soldiers. Instead, we must understand this new race. Learn 
what they want and try to prevent any more tragedies such as the one on 
Sernipedal from occurring ever again.' In response, a representative of 
the Peace Brigade faction said that ‘if the Jedi aren't willing to help, then 
they are part of the problem. If turning in one or two Jedi to these aliens 
will spare a planet, than it is a fair trade’. In the meantime, the Senate 
has convened an emergency meeting to discuss the recent fall of the 
Ciutric Hegemony..." 


Tyria turned off the projector. "Sorry, you were saying something 
about some group playing political games and holding on to an 
antiquated code? Thinking that their position in the galaxy was the 
only one that mattered?" 

"Sometimes I really hate you mom." 

"Okay, so, so far we've eliminated political views, cultural clashes, 
and craziness of your new friends as reasons for your temporary 
vacation," Tyria said patiently. "Wanna try again, buster?" 


"Fine," Doran let out in aggravation. "I swear, I should have called 
dad instead!" 


"Probably, but I'm here now." 


"Fine, it's about a girl," Doran gritted out, his cheeks flushed. "Two 


of them actually." 
"Oh?" 
"You're having way too much fun with this!" Doran fumed. 


"Just never saw you as the sort of guy who'd two-time a girl, or two, 
actually," Tyria teased. "I thought your dad and I raised you better." 


"Moooom!" 
"What?" 
"It's not like that at all!" Doran blurted. 


"I should hope not," Tyria rolled her eyes. "Especially if the reason 
you ran was because you two-timed two Mandalorian girls." 


"Nate already told me the result of that," Doran waved her off. 
"Nate?" 


"Oh right, you don't get the diary-messages I've been recording. I 
started off doing it daily, then dropped to weekly. I'm lucky if I get 
an entry every month now." 


"Yeah, don't worry about that. Go back to your girl problems." 


"One's Goran's daughter and the other is the leader of a Kyr'tsad 
faction," Doran said darkly. 


Tyria's eyebrows shut up high. "Oh?" 


"And they're actually friends...well, kind of friends...they consider 
each other part of their aliit. You know what that is, right?" 


"Family or clan." 


"Yeah," Doran took a deep breath. "Anyways, one wants to bring 
back the Mandalorian Empire, the other wants to kill anyone who 
wants to bring back the Mandalorian Empire. Recently, Tracyn, 
she's the Kyr'tsad leader, brought me and the others into this plan 
she has to get rid of the extreme fanatics in Kyr'tsad by basically 
throwing them at the Protectorate's best. Of course, because it's 
‘honorable' she has to go and fight with them and possibly die. And 
because she drew me and the others in because we're aliit, she's 


likely to get us killed. But at the same time, she's doing this to get 
rid of the bad eggs in her group and further her goals of building a 
Mandalorian Empire. At the same time, Dinua, Beviin's daughter, 
has orders to kill Tracyn and the rest of the Kyr'tsad leadership 
because the Mandalore doesn't want them to be a distraction during 
the war. Jintar Skirata, he's this tall Mandalorian, son of an AR- 
commando who is actually pretty cool once you get to know him. 
Well, he sides with Dinua because he's all 'Mandalorian' and his clan 
doesn't like Kyr'tsad any more than the next Mando." 


"And where do you stand?" 


"You're kidding, right mom? I don't want either of them shooting at 
each other or carrying out their insane plan to get a whole bunch of 
people killed. Of course it's probably too late since they were 
scheduled for a grand shoot-out yesterday. By now, both of them 
are probably dead and the universe just continued to spin without 
caring." 


"So...you just let them kill each other?" 


"I didn't really have a choice! They were all set on doing whatever 
suicidal Mandalorians do because of their code. No matter what I 
said, it always came down to their duty, feelings be damned!" Doran 
felt tears once again make its way down his cheeks, but he didn't 
care. The people he had cared about for the better part of five 
months, who had saved his life and helped him become a better 
person, were dead. And for what? "If they were so determined to 
leave behind a legacy of death and backstabbing, I didn't want to be 
a part of any of it!" 


"Doran," Tyria's expression softened, and she swung over to his side 
of the table to wrap a comforting arm around him. "What else, 
kiddo?" 


"I thought I could make a difference, stop all the death," Doran 
sobbed softly. "Had this stupid idea that I could help Tracyn make a 
Kyr'tsad that wasn't full of homicidal maniacs. That I could 
somehow forge peace between her group and the Protectorate. Isn't 
that what Jedi do anyways? Have two sides make peace with each 
other so the entire galaxy is brighter for a bit? The entire galaxy is 
falling apart and I couldn't even help one small pocket of it. 
Couldn't even save the people I cared about." 


"I think stopping a conflict centuries in the making will never be 
easy," Tyria voiced tenderly, rubbing his arm. "I know you gave it 


your everything, because that's what you do. You're my kid, you're 
Kell's kid, surviving, doing the impossible, it's in your blood." 


"But I failed!" 


Tyria felt the Force shift and glanced towards the doorway of the 
cantina. "Can I take a quick guess and say that Tracyn is a small, 
blonde-haired babe with fair skin. Dinua is olive-skinned with dark 
hair and eyes with a build that'd make any guy drool. And Jintar is 
the tall guy towering over both looking just like his dad?" Tyria said 
with a hint of a smile on her face. 


Doran blearily looked up from where he had pillowed his head in 
his arms. "Huh? Reading my mind now?" 


"I respect your privacy too much for that, kiddo." Tyria waved her 
free hand in the air. "But I think your words had more of an effect 
than you thought." 

Doran followed her hand gesture and gaze, and his jaw dropped. 
His three closest Mandalorian friends, all in civilian, rough-spun 
tunics and pants, casually made their way through the cantina. 
"What? Mom, did you...?" 

"Didn't even know who they were before today," Tyria shook her 
head, stepping out of the booth. "So, did I get it right? Or was 
Tracyn the dark-haired one?" 

"No...you were right." 

"Good tastes," Tyria remarked, causing Doran to blush once more. 


"Thanks." He slid out of the booth and stretched out his senses 
towards them to make sure he wasn't imagining things. 


"Cancel the search, Wren, we found him," Dinua said into a wrist 
comm. 


"Got it, told you my little brother was in the area." 


Tyria raised her eyebrows at her son. "I didn't know you had a big 
sister." 


"Hera Wren," Doran said faintly. "She kind of adopted me." 


"She pretty too?" Tyria said in mock whisper. 


"Moooom!" 


The trio of Protectorate-in-training teens cut a swath through the 
cantina, the way they carried themselves causing anyone who might 
want to give them trouble to stay away. They stopped at the booth 
Tyria and Doran were at, an awkward silence settling. 


"Been a while, Doran," Jintar started, looking more nervous than 
Doran remembered seeing. He glanced to Tyria. "Doran's...sister?" 


' 


"I like your friends already," Tyria deadpanned. "His mother, Tyria.' 
"Nice to meet you," Tracyn bowed her head. "Ni cuyi Tracyn Gedyc." 
"Good to meet you too, Tracyn." 


Rather than add her own introduction, Dinua, however, stepped by 
Tyria, focusing solely on Doran as she stopped in front of him. Eyes 
searching his, she took a breath and looked down. "Gar serim. Ni 
ceta." 


Doran heard both Jintar and Tracyn inhale at that, but he didn't 
care. Instead, he just stepped forward and wrapped Dinua in the 
tightest hug he could muster, his eyes squeezing shut. "Don't know 
what you said. Don't care. It's in the past. You're alive! All three of 
you!" 


Startled at first, Dinua's expression melted into one of fondness as 
she returned his embrace. "You too, Di‘kut." 


After several long seconds, he stepped back, eyes wide. "So what 
happened? I thought there was an attack planned, how are you still 
here! How'd you find me?" 


Dinua looked away, and if he didn't know any better, he'd say she 
was embarrassed. A glance to Tracyn had the Kyr'tsad leader 
looking very interested in her boots. Jintar just laughed. 


"Oh, might want to take a seat, Doran," Jintar chuckled, ignoring 
the warning glares from the blushing teens on either side of him. 
"You see, after you shouted at Jeban and took one of the shuttles, 
she decided to go rogue too. She was never fully onboard with the 
whole idea of sending you back to Kyr'tsad space without backup. 
You were probably gone for about two hours, maybe three, before 
she drags me to the hangar and steals one of the other shuttles. 
While we're in transit we get a message from her dad. Apparently 


Tracyn used his ultra-secret private comm-channel to warn him off 
the ambush that she was not supposed to know was going to 
happen. Told him that you hadn't said anything but that she knew 
about the attack thanks to her agents on base. After that, we get a 
message from Tracyn pretty much blasting the two of us for sending 
Doran out to her folks without backup. You should have been there 
to see the yelling match between the Kyr'tsadika and the Ice Queen. 
It's one of those things you wouldn't believe unless you saw it with 
your own eyes. I should have recorded it." 


"Skirata," Dinua growled. 


"And then she," Jintar pointed to Dinua. "Was like 'let me speak to 
him.' And the Kyr'tsadika was all ‘he's not here any more’. Of course 
Jeban took that the wrong way at first and was about to rain down 
all sorts of damage on the Kyr'tsadika for letting you die. That 
caused another round of shouting and..." 


"Okay, that's enough," Tracyn stomped on one of his feet, her own 
cheeks blazing. 


"The Kyr'tsadika told Jeban you had left and didn't want anything to 
do with us any more," Jintar continued, deftly avoiding another one 
of Tracyn's footstomps. "At which time Captain Wren somehow gets 
involved in the Holo and things get even more fun. We arrive at 
Concord Dawn and get the standard Kyr'tsad greeting." 


"They blew up your shuttle?" 

"Yup," Jintar said with a dopey grin. 

Doran shook his head. "Of course they did." 

"Jeban wasn't happy about it, but she got over it when she learned 
that the Kyr'tsadika had placed a tracking device on the ship she 
gave you. Both Captain Wren and the Kyr'tsadika then did some 
Kyr'tsad diplomatic magic that stalled talks for a bit and we all took 
another ship out here. So...I think I answered all your questions, 
right?" 

"I really like your friends," Tyria laughed, shaking her head. 


"Viom!"" 


"Shutting up now," Tyria mimed zipping her lips closed, though her 
lips formed a very amused smile. 


Doran turned to his friends worriedly. "But you guys, aren't you 
going to get in trouble with Mandalore or the other Kyr'tsad 
factions?" 


"Probably," Jintar shrugged. "I'll just blame it on Jeban." 


"It doesn't matter," Dinua said at the same time, before shooting 
Jintar a death glare. 


"I'm an Overlord, I can do what I want," Tracyn said with a superior 
tilt of her head before dissolving into giggles. "Don't worry Baby 
Hairless Wookie One. Even after all the scheming and plotting and 
planning, you reminded me of just why I wanted an Empire in the 
first place. I don't want to be alone at the top and would rather my 
friends be there with me. For good or bad." 


Hera, Ram, and Ghes appeared in the entrance of the cantina, and 
Doran waved them over. Unlike the first trio, all three were in 
Mandalorian armor minus the helmets. 


Unlike the 'real' Mandalorians, Hera Wren had no trouble displaying 
her affection as she swooped in and wrapped up Doran in a hug. 
"Damn it, little brother. Don't scare me like that again. How is it 
you can't go a single week with us without getting yourself almost 
dead?!" 


Doran returned the hug awkwardly, his eyes darting up to where 
his mom was looking on, her eyes glimmering. "Not a word, mom." 


"Mom?" Hera pulled back and smiled at Tyria. "Oh, so I guess you're 
my second mom then. The name's Hera Wren." 


Tyria returned the warm greeting. "Tyria Sarkin Tainer. Nice 
paintwork on the armor. I've seen similar designs at a historical art 
exhibit I went to on Lothal." 


"You have?" Hera perked up. 


"I think it was titled 'Rising from the Ashes'. Got to know the artist 
and her husband too," Tyria continued with a sly grin. "They did 
mention their daughter was blazing her own path out among the 
stars." 


"You just gotta love the Force sometimes," Hera beamed. "But I also 
love things that go 'boom' a whole lot more." 


"Sound like this guy's dad," Tyria patted Doran on the shoulder. "T'll 
give you his comm and let the two of you compare notes." 


"That'd be great!" 


"Mom," Doran said again, this time with more than a touch of 
exasperation. 


"Alright, backing out. Looks like you don't need me now," Tyria said 
with a fond grin at Doran's Mandalorian friends. As she stepped 
back, something seemed to catch her attention. 

"Mom?" 


"It's nothing," Tyria shook her head. "Go have fun plotting to 
overthrow the Mandalorians on both sides." 


"Thanks," Doran deadpanned. 


"Before I go, who are your two other, uglier friends?" Tyria pointed 
to Ram and Ghes. 


"Ram Zerimar," Ram said in answer, looking highly amused. He was 
the oldest of the group. 


"Ghes Orade," Ghes supplied. 

"Great, you two wanna come with me for a bit?" Tyria's grin seemed 
more forced. "You too, Hera. I want to get to know my other child a 
little better. Let my son handle his girl-issues in a more dignified 
way." 

"Viom!" 


"What about me?" Jintar added in protest. 


"You have a few issues of your own," Tyria pointed to Dinua and 
Tracyn. "Have fun." 


"Great, your mom's calling me an 'issue' now," Tracyn said wryly as 
Tyria left with Hera, Ram and Ghes. 


"Could be worse," Doran quipped back. 
A silence fell over the group of standing teens, uncertainty spiking. 


"Sooooo," Jintar started. He looked about the cantina and spotted 


the HoloNet broadcast. "Errr...how's the rest of the galaxy doing?" 


"Burning," Doran answered. "You know, because people can't stop 
playing their political games and pull their heads from their rears." 


"Alright, alright, we got the message," Tracyn sighed, grabbing one 
of Doran's hands and tugging him back to the booth. 


"Why are you guys here?" Doran asked as Dinua and Jintar took the 
opposite side of the booth. 


"Because you're here?" Jintar supplied blankly. 
"Why?" Doran repeated, looking to Dinua. 


"Mainly to make sure you didn't get yourself killed flying off on 
your own," Dinua replied with a raised eyebrow. "Now that we 
know you're alive, we'll be leaving." 


"Jeban," Tracyn said in exasperation. She lightly hip-checked her 
booth partner. "We're here, Di'kut, with a capital 'D', because we 
need you to be our moral compass." 


"Ve?" 


"You want Hairless Baby Wookie Two to be it?" Tracyn pointed to 
Jintar. 


"Tracyn, I'm thirteen." 
"An adult in Mando standards," Tracyn supplied. 


"I'm thirteen," Doran continued. "Definitely not a Mando by any 
standards. And you want me to be your moral compass? Do you not 
see anything wrong about that? What about Hera?" 


"Captain Wren solves things with explosives," Jintar argued back. "If 
that doesn't work, she uses blasters, vibroblades, flamethrowers, 
and rockets." 


"In the months I've been with you guys, I've landed in the med-bay 
nearly every week, and have upset pretty much everyone from the 
whamo-blamo-commandos to the history-re-enactment club 
members. I've killed more people these past few months than I have 
the rest of the thirteen years I've been alive. And I have very big 
issues with both your Protectorate and the Kyr'tsad. Out of all of 


that, don't you think a fully grown, fully trained Jedi would serve as 
a better conscience?" 


Dinua, Jintar, and Tracyn exchanged exasperated glances with each 
other, before Dinua answered for them. "No." 


"No?" 
"No." 
"I am in no way qualified for this." 


"K'atini," Dinua said with her trademark response to his complaints. 
"We're choosing you to make sure we stay true to ourselves. We'll 
have your back, have ours." 


"That's what being a part of this aliit, means," Tracyn added. 


"You are the one who decided to make friends with Mandalorians," 
Jintar pointed out casually, stretching out in the booth. "What did 
you think would happen?" 


"Not this," Doran said flatly. "If I refuse?" 


"Well that'd be mean," Tracyn answered, folding her arms in front of 
her and glaring at Doran. "You have no idea just how big a risk I'm 
taking coming out here for you. And not just me. My entire faction, 
non-combatants included, could be taken out while I'm here on this 
world. Jeban, she risks execution for consorting with me and 
leaving without permission, not to mention the pressure this puts 
on her dads. And Hairless Baby Wookie Two might have his clan 
lose status, giving Clan Skirata a harder time in Sundari and the 
Senate. If you really want to leave us behind, we'll accept it. We 
won't be happy at all, and it will definitely make me question just 
how good a judge in character I am, but you'll be free to leave. Just 
know you won't ever be welcome back in Mando space if you do." 


Doran closed his eyes, immersing himself in the Force, searching for 
an answer. As much as he wanted to keep his Mandalorian friends 
from killing each other off, he doubted he was the person to do the 
job. Should he stay with them and risk his neck for a peoples so 
caught up in themselves that they were letting the rest of the galaxy 
go by without a care? Would Tracyn and the others even listen to 
his advice if the situation called for a snap-decision that would go 
against their instincts? Was it even worth it? 


As he stretched out his senses, looking for an answer, he suddenly 
realized just why his mom had taken off with Hera, Ghes, and Ram. 
His eyes snapped open and he swore out loud. He had been too 
careless with his words. Though he had used the Force to keep 
people away and ignorant of what he was doing. He forgot that the 
Yuuzhan Vong wouldn't be affected by it. His mom and the other 
two were currently in a fierce fight between several Yuuzhan Vong 
infiltrators and their Peace Brigade allies. And the fight wasn't 
going well. 


"I have to go!" Doran said hastily. 


He pushed himself out of the booth and sprinted from the cantina, 
using the Force to augment his speed. He located the speederbike 
he had used to travel to the cantina and promptly popped the clutch 
and rocketed up towards the sky. Following his mom's presence in 
the Force, it didn't take him long to reach the site of the battle. Nor 
was the site easily missed. 


Blaster sounds echoed against the highrises, the sounds of sirens 
from local law enforcement joining in the chaos. The fight was 
punctuated by something blowing up, and then another something 
crashing loudly. Veering in and out of traffic on the speederbike, 
Doran finally had eyes on the scrum. 


His mom was steering a different model speederbike while three 
Mandalorians jetpacked around her. They were in hot pursuit of 
what looked like an armored personnel carrier and several speeders 
with laser cannons mounted on the back. The small armada was 
wrecking havoc as they zigged and zagged through the Taris 
speederlanes. The local law enforcement vehicles were being blown 
away one after the other, almost as soon as they joined the pursuit, 
by the well-armed Yuuzhan Vong infiltrators and their 
sympathizers. Even Tyria and the three Mandos were doing all they 
could just to keep up with the fleeing vehicles, the suppressing fire 
being laid down keeping them from getting any closer. 


Fortunately or not, they hadn't seen him yet. 


He urged his speederbike higher into the sky, skimming the very 
tops of the highrises and testing the limits of its gravity-defying 
repulsor pads. When his bike would go no higher, he angled his 
speeder like a guided missile, and pushed his throttle as far forward 
as he could. He shot out in a dark blur, his speederbike howling as 
its engine redlined. At the last possible moment, he propelled 
himself from the bike, flailing through the air for a few very long 


seconds. His bike slammed into the back of one of the fleeing 
speeders. He landed roughly atop the armored personnel carrier. 
And nearly slid right off as the carrier veered hard to the side. He 
managed to grab hold of one of the exhaust vents atop and just 
barely kept his grip. 


From the abscess in the Force, he knew that there were Yuuzhan 
Vong inside. A fact confirmed when the top hatch opened and a 
larger-than-normal, ugly human-like character climbed out. Clearly 
his masquer needed work. 


"Hi there!" Doran called out cheerfully, still struggling to cling to 
the top of the swerving vehicle. The Yuuzhan Vong infiltrator 
appeared to be wearing magnetic boots of some sort because he 
didn't have the same problem."Mind telling me if this cab is going 
to the markets? I have to pick up some groceries for my mom." 


"You're too late Jeedai!" The infiltrator pulled out a blaster. 
"Supreme Commander Gorak Lah has already been informed that he 
has Jeedai on his world. Even if you escape now, you will die a 
slow, painful death!" 


"So...not going to the market?" Doran switched his hands as his grip 
weakened. 


"No," the infiltrator sneered, aiming his weapon. 


"Well, since you know I'm a Jedi," Doran used the Force to launch 
himself off the grip and into the mid-section of the surprised 
infiltrator. The infiltrator's boots kept him upright, but the impact 
had the blastershot fly wide. 


Doran quickly grabbed the infiltrator's wrist and knocked the 
blaster free, only to be knocked flat on his back for his efforts. The 
Yuuzhan Vong tried to stomp on him, but Doran rolled out of the 
way and then kicked at the infiltrator's other knee. Held in place by 
the magnetic boot, the knee did not appreciate the impact, and the 
Yuuzhan Vong snarled in rage and pain. 


A headbutt sent Doran falling off the side of the carrier, and he 
barely managed to grab hold of one of the side turrets to save 
himself from certain death. The carrier veered again, this time 
determined to scrape Doran off the side by running him into the 
side of a building. 


"Ouch, ouch, ouch, ouch," Doran cursed as duracrete and metal 


shards bombarded him. The turret bent from the friction and 
Doran's grip loosened. Inside, he could hear another infiltrator 
laughing. 


"It's not that funny!" Doran yelled back. Fortunately, the building he 
was being ground against ended and he was left dangling 
precariously on a badly damaged gun-turret. The infiltrator atop the 
carrier glanced over the side of the carrier to assess Doran's 
situation. With a toothy snarl, the infiltrator stomped down hard on 
Doran's fingers once, then twice. When the infiltrator tried to do it a 
third time, Doran grabbed onto the Yuuzhan Vong's leg. 


The infiltrator pulled his foot up, but Doran had loosened the straps 
of the boot and it came off the infiltrator. At the same time, Doran 
also lost his grip on the turret. Quickly, he used the lone boot and 
plugged it against the underside of the carrier, turning his 
dangerous situation into an even worse one. He was now dangling 
by a lone, upside-down magnetic boot on the undercarriage of the 
personnel carrier. 


At least the carrier also had an underside hatch for maintenance 
and emergencies. He used the Force to open the hatch, built up as 
much momentum as a dangling person on a careening vehicle 
could, and managed to flip himself up inside the vehicle. 


Inside he could hear three voices in Yuuzhan Vong in heated 
debate. Creeping through the access shaft, Doran stuck his head out 
at the rear of the vehicle. He could see a fourth Yuuzhan Vong 
climbing back inside, barking at the others. 


"The Jeedai fell to his doom," the infiltrator crowed. 


"We'll let Supreme Commander Lah know," another nodded. He 
then pulled out a Yuuzhan Vong communication device from a 
pouch at his side and promptly switched over to Vongese. Doran 
didn't know what the infiltrator was saying, but got the gist of it 
from the amount of grunting and growling. Someone wasn't happy. 


The carrier rocked from the impact of something. 


"The idiot Peace Brigaders are useless," the apparent leader of the 
group swore. 


"Both speeders are down," one of the others confirmed. "Tell the 
Supreme Commander that the Mandalorians are attacking us. He 
will need to rain retribution down upon them for this 


transgression." 


Of course, Doran couldn't have that. He used the Force to send the 
supply containers he was hiding behind flying into the cockpit of 
the carrier. This created four grumpy Yuuzhan Vong infiltrators. 
Doran then pulled his lightsaber out and activated it. 


This created four grumpy, shocked Yuuzhan Vong infiltrators. 


He then threw his lightsaber with unerring accuracy into the 
infiltrator with the villip. 


This created three grumpy, shocked, and now very angry 
infiltrators. And one dead one. 


He recalled his lightsaber as the other three clambered over the 
supply crates in the not-so-roomy inside of the carrier. 


"Jeedai!" came the enraged cry. 


Doran deflected several blaster-bolts as two of the infiltrators drew 
blasters and fired. In the enclosed space of the carrier, the 
rebounding bolts hit vital control panels and electronics. The carrier 
promptly pitched downwards, sending everyone flying into the 
front of the vehicle. Doran, with his lightsaber ignited, ended up 
impaling a second infiltrator during the maneuver. 


The carrier bounced off the side of another building, sending the 
three living occupants flying towards another part of the vehicle. 
And then, because armored personnel carriers weren't meant to be 
used as demolition vehicles, and because it had Mandalorians 
shooting at it, when the carrier hit another building, it split in half. 
Doran and one grumpy, shocked, angry Yuuzhan Vong infiltrator 
was on one half, the other infiltrator was on the other half. 


The spare half flew right into an energy-generating tower and 
exploded in a spectacular blast that plunged the city block into 
darkness. The half with Doran and the infiltrator came to a sliding 
stop along a walkway, smoking and sparking. 


Dazed, both surviving occupants staggered out of the wreck. Then 
seemed to remember that they were supposed to kill one and other 
and swayed as they turned towards each other. Both blinked wildly 
as their vision swam. 


And then the last infiltrator was riddled with plasma and blaster 


bolts by six overprotective Mandalorians. 


Even Doran had to grimace, holding his arms up to shield himself 
from the bright flashes as the projectiles perforated the unlucky 
infiltrator in a deafening barrage. Nothing said overkill like 
overprotective Mandalorians. 


"I think you got him," Doran called up to the now six jetpaking, 
helmeted Mandos in the air above him. 


The body of the infiltrator noisily slumped to the ground, 
everything above the waist having been turned into a steaming 
mess. 


Tyria's speederbike sedately parked next to the ruins of the 
personnel carrier, and the Antarian Jedi Ranger calmly dismounted. 


"Nice going, Doran," Tyria complemented, arching an eyebrow at 
the Mandalorians coming to a landing around them. "Mind not 
giving me a heart-attack though?" 


"Guess I shouldn't tell you about the week I spent as a super 
battledroid," Doran said under his breath. 


Both of Tyria's eyebrows nearly disappeared into her hairline. "No, 
you really should tell me about that week." 


"Errr...later?" 


"Sure," Tyria gestured to the ring of Mandalorians around them. 
"Them first right?" 


Doran swallowed, rotating around to glance at each of the six in 
turn. "Right, I guess." 


"Have fun," Tyria said lightly. "Don't hesitate to call if you need 
anything else." 


"But I haven't decided on anything yet!" 


"Are you really going to say no to those faces?" Tyria again gestured 
to the helmeted teens and young adults around them. 


"Har har," Doran said dryly. "If you hadn't noticed, they were 
shooting at the carrier when I was inside." 


"We got to the party late and didn't see you get inside," Jintar said 
defensively. "Not my fault Mando wrist-rockets are better than the 
flimsy stuff the carrier was using as armor." 


"Says the guy who fired off both his," Tracyn held up her wrist to 
show that she still had hers attached. 


Dinua did the same. "Skirata got a little excited being able to shoot 
at something again. Prematurely fired his weapon before confirming 
where the Di'kut was." 


"Because we all know that if there's some place dangerous and 
crazy, he's probably in the middle of it," Tracyn finished. 


"See, you'll be just fine," Tyria said to her son. 


"Can I call you out on your very questionable parenting?" Doran 
asked. "What mom lets her thirteen year old son go off with these 
type of people and says that ‘he'll be just fine'?" 


"The very coolest," Tyria replied back. "Go with them Doran. They 
need you just as much as you need them. Ten, twenty years from 
now, you'll thank me." 


"That assumes I'll be alive ten or twenty years from now when I go 
with them." 


"K'atini," Dinua sighed, taking off her helmet, breaking ranks, and 
grabbing his arm. "Come on, Dikut. We've been away from the 
Kyr'tsad negotiations for too long already. Lets find a way to restore 
their dream, not get the Protectorate killed, and keep us all alive at 
the same time." 


"Easy, right?" Hera added glibly. 


"The Vongese are not going to take to losing their infiltrators on this 
world lightly," Ram spoke up. "Either way, they'll be coming here in 
force and we probably don't want to be here when it happens." 


"Great, add to my guilt why don't you. They've already let Gorak 
know that there are confirmed Jedi, more than one, on Gargon. If I 
go back, I'll just be endangering you all." 


"And if you don't go back, Gorak will probably start killing 
Mandalorians until the Jedi steps forward," Ghes pointed out. "And 
since there are no Jedi, all hell is going to break loose." 


"That's going to happen whether I'm there or not." 


"Yeah, but at least this way you get to take as many of them with 
you before you go down," Jintar said. 


"See mom, ten to twenty years from now, so not in my future at the 
moment." 


"What your Mando girlfriend said, suck it up," Tyria laughed. 
"They'll have your back. They've already shown that by coming all 
the way out here." 


"She's not my girlfriend," Doran said hastily. 


"Then what is she?" Tyria said with a mischievous glimmer in her 
eyes. 


Doran swallowed, turning to Dinua, only to see that the olive- 
skinned Mandalorian had an eyebrow raised in challenge and was 
waiting for him to answer. "Yes, what am I?" 


"Errrr...more-than-best-friend-not-quite-girlfriend?" Doran got out in 
one breath. "It's not like I asked her to be my girlfriend or 
anything." 


"You only went on those survival exercises in the wilderness and 
shared body heat on the nightshade side on the planet," Jintar said 
mirthfully. "Oh, that and you rescued her from Clan Rook and saw 
her at her worst. You've pretty much held hands whenever you 
could and..." 


He trailed off at the sound of Dinua's plasma pistol charging and 
aimed at him. The lithe Mandalorian turned her arched eyebrow at 
Jintar and in a sickeningly sweet voice asked. "Copaani 
mirshmure'cye, vod?" 


"That's will definitely cause a very big 'smack'," Jintar deadpanned. 
"And no." 


"Mir'sheb," Dinua remarked, holstering her blaster. 


"Is this really the most important thing we should be worried 
about?" Ghes sighed, shaking his helmeted head. 


"Mom, stop looking at Dinua like that. She's not my girlfriend!" 
Doran said, trying to stop his mom's obvious evaluating stare. 


"Don't see why not," Tyria shrugged. "Okay, I'll leave my son in your 
care, Mandos. Make sure he's still around for that ten and twenty 
year mark please. Nice meeting you Dinua." 


"You as well," Dinua inclined her head. "Don't worry, he'll only be in 
a moderate amount danger with us." 


"You're supposed to say ‘he'll be safe with us'," Doran corrected. 
"Doran, we're Mandalorians, we don't do 'safe'," Hera sighed, as if 
unable to believe he was her adopted little brother. 


Tyria gave Doran a two-fingered salute and got back onto her 
speederbike. "Don't think I haven't forgotten about that week-as-a- 
droid comment, buster. I want stories when this is all over. Lots and 
lots of stories." 


"Yes, mom," Doran said dutifully. 
"See you around the galaxy." 
FtF II FtF 


Despite agreeing to accompany the Mandalorians back to Concord 
Dawn, Doran couldn't help but brood in the confines of his quarters. 
Normally, brooding and Jedi went hand-in-hand. If you were a Jedi, 
you were naturally prone to brooding because of all the 
philosophical problems the Jedi Code created in real-world 
situations. But in this case, Doran was brooding because he was a 
Jedi. 


A not-even-fully-trained-Jedi who was supposed to be the guiding 
light to a bunch of Mandalorians who did things completely 
opposite of what a Jedi should do. And if he nudged the 
Mandalorians too far away from their Mandalorian-ness, then he'd 
get them all killed. 


Hence the brooding. 


There was a knock on the door. "We'll be at Concord Dawn in an 
hour. Stop brooding." 


"I'm not brooding," Doran protested childishly. "I'm thinking, there's 
a difference." 


"You're brooding." 


"Am not." 


"If you were thinking, you'd be annoying us with your thoughts. 
Because you're keeping those thoughts to yourself, you're brooding." 


"There's already too much drama on this ship for me to add to it." 


"See, Jedi motivation. Definitely brooding. Jedi don't do 'thinking' 
too well or the galaxy wouldn't be in the shape it's in today." 


"Sure, blame everything on the Jedi." 
"It sure isn't the fault of the Mando‘ade." 


"Because you do your thinking with blaster-bolts and brooding with 
missiles." 


"Simplifies things a bit." 


"I think you mean '‘atomizes things', and more than a bit," Doran 
grumbled, wondering why the Mando wouldn't leave him in peace. 


"You going to join the rest of us for the last, uninterrupted meal 
welll probably have in a while?" 


"Go ahead and start without me." 
"See, brooding." 


"Fine!" Doran growled, throwing aside the holomag he had been 
idly flipping through. "I'll join you." 


The door opened and he glared ineffectually at an amused Dinua. 
"Great." 


"See, not brooding." 
"If you say so," Dinua remarked with the ghost of a teasing grin. 


"I hope you realize that I don't have a single plan for whatever 
comes next." 


"You actually have plans for what we do?" Dinua glanced sidelong 
to him. 


"Well...no..." 


"Good, because if you actually planned for all the times you ended 
up in bacta, you're crazier than I thought." 


As they approached the central room of Tracyn's freighter, Doran 
watched with some interest as a more emotionless mask fell over 
Dinua's face. She caught him looking at her and raised a challenging 
eyebrow in question. 


"Thanks," Doran remarked softly. 


A slight blush tinged Dinua's cheeks and she promptly looked away. 
"What for, Di'kut?" 


"For being you." 


"Ori'dikut," Dinua muttered, the blush becoming more prominent. 
"Wasn't doing anything for you...just...our entire unit needs to be 
operational if we're going to pull this off." 


"Of course, you were just making sure we're going to survive what's 
coming," Doran nodded sagely. "What did you think I was 
implying?" 


Dark eyes glared at him in turn, and she headed into the main room 
ahead of him. 


Doran could only chuckle and followed her in. 


"Great you could join us Esti," Hera beamed. "What'd you say to 
Jeban?" 


"He was making stupid Jedi remarks again," Dinua said quickly. 
"You know, the type that pisses me off." 


"Riiiight," Jintar grinned behind his cup. 


"Skirata, I still have a plasma round ready for you," Dinua glared 
back. 


"Would the two of you just kiss and work out that tension already?" 
Tracyn said with a joking grin. "Gods know what's going to happen 
in the next couple of days. Not-quite-girlfriend-more-than-best- 
friend my shebs." 


This time it was Doran's cheeks that went bright red and he 
inadvertently looked to Dinua at the same time she turned to glance 


at him. Doran froze completely in place, for a moment completely 
visualizing kissing the lithe Mandalorian teen on the main table of 
the room. He quickly looked away, more than a little glad that 
those in the room couldn't read his thoughts. 


"Hey, leave my little brother alone," Hera spoke up playfully, 
winking at Doran and reminding him that there was actually one 
person in the room who could read his mind. "Who he gets busy 
with and when shouldn't be any of our business." 


"Thanks, sis," Doran grumbled, cheeks flaming, unable to look 
anywhere remotely near Dinua's position. 


"Might be some of Jeban's business. Especially if he decides to get 
busy with some other Mandalorian babe." Jintar commented, 
whistling innocently after the fact. 


"You're really trying to get shot, aren't you?" Ram arched an 
eyebrow in amusement. 


"Hey, I'm not getting busy with anyone!" Doran cut in loudly. 
"Good to know," Ghes said dryly. 


Doran blinked, blushed, groaned, and let his forehead hit the top of 
the table. "What is this, ‘pick on me' day?" 


"At least he isn't brooding anymore," Tracyn said brightly. 


"Who needs enemies when I have friends like you guys," Doran 
sighed. 


"Look at it this way, your enemies would have to be absolutely 
terrifying to unnerve you," Hera said with her ever-present cheer. 


"Do you guys have some sort of plan about what to do next?" Doran 
looked to the young adults and older teens in the room. "Because 
we just pissed off the Yuuzhan Vong, humiliated the Protectorate, 
and somehow convinced the rest of Tracyn's crazy band of 
Mandalorians that it was a good thing." 


"Yeah, about that," Tracyn said nervously. "I just got word from my 
people. The rest of the Kyr'tsad, we're planning a raid on 
Manda'yaim itself." 


"Just let the attack happen then," Jintar reclined. "They'll get 


themselves wiped out and we don't have to do anything." 


"And then they'll fragment again and good men and women will die 
for nothing," Doran reminded. 


"We are so not helping them with this attack," Ghes objected. 


"Or giving them another target that endangers Mandalorian lives," 
Hera added. "Or any civilian lives in this sector for that matter." 


"And pointing them at Gargon again is not going to work if you 
want to keep Commander Beviin alive," Hera said. 


"Well, we can't do nothing," Tracyn shook her head. "They're up-in- 
arms now, are seeing a glorious future with their faction taking the 
lead. The attack on Gargon has only primed the fuse on a warhead 

about to go nova. Either it goes nova away from us, or it implodes." 


"If we do something, the Vongese are going to blame Commander 
Beviin and Manda'yaim," Ram countered. "We agreed to help with 
your plan, but not to the extent where we betray our own people." 


"I can't believe I'm going to say this..." Doran sighed, rubbing his 
face. "Dinua." 


"Yeah?" 

"Can you patch me through to your dad?" 

"I thought you said you didn't have a plan?" 

"I'm going to send another warhead at the one about to go nova," 
Doran shook his head. "What happens then is anyone's guess. And I 
don't really have a plan, more like an idea. Ram's comment kind of 
jogged my brain." 


"You're siccing the Protectorate on Kyr'tsad? Sending them to 
Concord Dawn?" 


"No, Tracyn's people are too well entrenched there." 
"Then what?" Ghes frowned. 


"Dinua, your dad needs to earn points from Gorak and the Yuuzhan 
Vong, right?" 


"Yes," Dinua said carefully. 


"And you all here agree that the Yuuzhan Vong are more war-crazy 
than you Mandos, right?" 


"Oh hell," Hera's eyes grew round as she understood Doran's plan. 


"This way no Mandalorians are harmed or killed in the process of 
making this empire," Doran said faintly. 


Dinua studied Doran for a moment, before releasing a slow breath 
and nodding. She pulled the sleeve of her tunic up and pulled out a 
comlink. She then stuck it into the holo-projector in the center of 
the room and adjusted a few controls. 


"Daughter?" Goran Beviin's image flickered into existence. 
"Buir," Dinua motioned to Doran. "The Jetii has an idea in mind." 


"Oh?" Goran arched an eyebrow. "Last I heard, he had left the Kyr'tsad 
and run off to Taris." 


"You...know about that?" Dinua blinked in surprise. 


"Your comm has a tracking device on it," Goran said dryly. "If Medrit 
and I are going to send our only daughter off with scum like Kyr'tsad, 
we're going to take certain precautions." 


"Oh," Dinua blinked. 


"So I gather after chasing after that boy, you convinced him to return 
with you?" 


"I didn't exactly chase after him," Dinua protested, her cheeks 
pinkening. 


"Okay, so after stealing one of my shuttles and making Gorak wonder 
why thieves keep making off with them, then returning to Kyr'tsad- 
controlled space, then getting said shuttle destroyed and traveling with a 
known fugitive, you tracked the boy down and kicked some sense into 
him?" 


"Yes, dad. That's exactly how things went," Dinua glared at her 
father. "And this isn't a social call. Like I said, the Dikut has a plan 
to boost your standing with the Vongese." 


"Go ahead," Goran gestured with one hand. 


Doran stepped forward. "Hi, sir. And no I haven't forgotten about 
that very big gun you were cleaning when I was in your office a 
while back." 


"Good." 


"Listen," Doran hesitated. "I have a plan, it's a terrible plan and it'll 
probably get a bunch of people killed. But if it works, it'll boost the 
friendly Kyr'tsad factions' standing, decrease the unfriendly ones, 
increase your standing with Gorak, and decrease the numbers at his 
command." 


"The downside?" 


"Everyone on this ship will be in the crossfire...and..." Doran 
glanced to the others. "Can you all pretty please leave this room. 
It'll give you plausible deniability and make your reactions to what 
will happen more genuine." 


The others all gave Doran a stare of disbelief. Dinua's stare, 
however, lasted only a second, before she nodded her head and 
stepped out. Jintar, his jaw dropping at that, recovered, shrugged, 
and left as well. Ram and Ghes both looked to Hera, who was 
rubbing her own face tiredly. 


"My adopted little brother, try to come up with something that 
won't get us all killed." 


"Will do," Doran smiled weakly. 

Hera nodded to Ghes and Ram, and they left the room. 

"Even me?" Tracyn asked softly. 

"Yeah, consider this a rogue transmission," Doran said, meeting her 
gaze. "Honestly, it'll be better if you don't know. Just know that I'm 
still pro-getting-you-your-empire and please trust me." 

Tracyn worried her lower lip for a second, then stepped up and 
hugged him. "Kay, I'm entrusting you with my dream, Hairless Baby 
Wookie One." 


"Thank you," Doran returned the hug. 


Tracyn stepped back glanced to Goran's hologram, who had silently 
watched the entire exchange between Doran and his friends, gave 
the Mandalorian commander a bow of respect, and then left the 
room. 


Doran swallowed heavily and turned back towards the Mandalorian 
commander. "Sir, this is kind of what I have in mind..." 


FtF III FtF 


The night's sky was clear, the stars illuminating the Kyr'tsad camps a 
good distance above Doran as he stood in the shadows of the mesa. 
He was using a part of his brain to go over the plan he had just 
committed pretty much everyone to, and the other part for the 
group of individuals standing in the shadows with him. He wasn't a 
great tactician by any means, had no idea if the events he had just 
set in motion would backfire horribly. He didn't want to consider 
what would happen if he somehow got Commander Beviin killed 
after all the trust Dinua had placed in him. 


His strength was reading people, using the Force or no. All the 
adventures his mom had taken him on, all the esoteric Force-sects 
he had trained with, and all the people he had encountered, he had 
learned to see people in terms of shatterpoints, patterns and 
rhythms. They all had something that motivated them, something 
that they feared, and everything from microexpressions to fractals 
in the Force told him that story. Sure he could use a blaster and 
lightsaber in a pinch, but he always preferred talking his way out of 
problems. Of course, considering his current problem was 
Mandalorian in nature, talking wasn't going to get the job done by 
itself. Instead he had thrown in his trust in the Force, trusted it 
when it told him what motivated the myriad of Kyr'tsad Overlords. 
Trusted it when it told him that Beviin, and by extension the rest of 
the Protectorate, would act on the information he, an outside Jedi 
child, had provided. Trusted it when it told him that his friends 
were probably not going to blast him after realizing what he had 
just done. 


Only time would tell if his ability to read people had once again 
gotten him out of yet another mess. In the meantime, he was about 
to add a smaller mess on top of the bigger one he had already 
created. 

"Thank you Overlords for coming," Doran voiced. 


"I have to admit, I was a bit intrigued when Vizsla's representative's 


second asked for a meeting so soon after the main gathering," one 
of those present said mildly. The Kyr'tsad Overlord was in green, 
camouflage-pattern armor set, his stance casual as he leaned against 
the rocky wall shielding them all from view. "I'm now even more 
intrigued given who else was invited." 


"I'm definitely curious," an orange-armored Overlord agreed, though 
not as amiable. One of her hands drifted down to her blaster as she 
held her helmet under her other arm. "I would not put it above 
Vizsla to assassinate us all." 


"Especially since we represent the smallest of Kyr'tsad factions," an 
Overlord in dark blue said warily, gripping a blaster carbine tightly. 


"You two are definitely cowards," sneered a red-armored Kyr'tsad 
leader. "I fear nothing this child might do." 


"Says the guy who came fully armored and with all his weapons," 
retorted the last of the leaders present. Unlike his companions, he 
had come unarmored and unarmed, and appeared almost bored. 


"Yes, yes, you all hate each other," Doran cut in in annoyance. "I got 
that the first time I landed on the planet. "But Blue there is right. 
You guys...and gal, combined, command a grand total of fifty-two 
individuals." 


"Your point?" Orange glowered, her dark red hair tied back ina 
simple pony-tail. 


"If I was part of some plot to assassinate the leaders of the Kyr'tsad 
leadership, wouldn't I go after someone like Viba, Gedyc, or Kyze?" 
Doran said flatly. "No offense to whatever your factions might bring 
to the table." 


"So why did you call us here then?" No-Armor asked. 


Doran casually wove the Force into his words and made a 
disarming hand gesture. "I'm fairly new to your organization. I saw 
your groups in action on Gargon. I want to know why your groups 
haven't merged or joined one of the other main factions." 


"We enjoy the autonomy," No-Armor answered with a shrug. "Sure 
my clan is only eight in number, but we share the spoils equally, 
make our own rules." 


Camo-Green spoke next. "Tor Vizsla expelled my grandparents from 


Kyr'tsad after they protested some of his more extreme viewpoints. 
They still believed in the Mandalorian dream, but wanted nothing 
to do with the murdering, honorless scum Vizsla turned Kyr'tsad 
into. When Kyr'tsad splintered, they weren't going to follow anyone 
who adhered to his brand of terrorism." 


"Vizsla and Gedyc are children," Dark-Blue said in turn. "Viba is a 
psychopath with delusions of greatness and Kyze is a hypocritical 
pacifist. Jotun is an overweight slob who only cares for credits. And 
Abiik is too rooted in the past to survive in these changing times. 
Bloodlines don't matter if your Overlord is inexperienced or stupid." 


"What he said," Orange relaxed slightly. "And right now, like the 
others, my clan is small enough that the others ignore us. If we 
teamed up, we'd attract their attention, or the attention of Keldabe, 
and that is something we don't want." 


"Why do you want to know anyways?" Red asked suspiciously, 
proving that he was a species slightly immune to Force-suggestion. 


"Well, the way I see it," Doran said carefully. "If the other larger 
factions get their wish, you're either going to have to join up 
anyways, or risk getting on their bad side. If there was I way I could 
help you keep your independence, but at the same time work 
alongside the winning faction, would you be interested?" 


"What do you have in mind?" 


"Gedyc, Vizsla and the others all want an official Mandalorian 
government, an empire." 


"That's what we want too," Dark-Blue agreed. 


"Right, and they get to be the public face of things. But all empires 
and governments need those movers and shakers that go unseen 
and unheard of," Doran said, continuing to observe their body 
language and reactions. The fact that three of the five were wearing 
their helmets made it harder for him to judge how his words were 
coming across. "That's where all of you all will come in. You've 
already admitted that you don't want the spotlight on your 
activities, like the freedom you have from being in such a small 
group." 


"Yes?" 


Doran took a deep breath. Though he was following yet another one 


of his mother's text-book ‘how to handle a splintered, non-functional 
government' strategies, it was the first time he was implementing it 
without her present. "What I'm proposing is that you take 
yourselves and your clans out of Concord Dawn, out of this summit, 
and wait for the dust to settle. Kyr'tsad, the Mandalorian Empire 
Reborn, will need people of your skills and connections and you 
don't need to be caught in the middle of the powerplays that are 
going to happen." 


"You know something, don't you?" 
"Vizsla isn't here for a reason, is she?" 
"How do we know you're not setting us up?" 


"When the time is right, contact Gedyc," Doran said in response to 
the volley of questions. "Tell her that I told you to do so and she'll 
honor your independence." 


"Gedyc, not Vizsla?" 


"One other thing," Doran continued. "For Gedyc to honor this deal, 
you'll have to agree to stop going after Mandalorian targets or 
civilians. You'll also have to agree to work together. It'll be pointless 
for you to step on each other's toes if you're all working for the 
same cause." 


"Work together?" No-Armor's eyebrows rose. 


"Think of your group as...as infiltrators and intel," Doran rephrased, 
remembering that these were still soldiers. "Red's group is the main 
body. Blue's the heavy weapons and vehicles. Green's the 
supplylines. Orange is the rearguard. You all operate separately; can 
get things done on your own. But you still have to work together to 
maintain your force." 


"And in your little analogy, Vizsla, Gedyc, or whoever is going to 
come out ahead is going to be the generals or politicians bossing the 
army around?" Orange said skeptically. 


"Nope," Doran smiled faintly. "In my little analogy, Vizsla, Gedyc, or 
whoever is going to be a foreign power who will respect the 
strength of your army and ask very nicely for a favor every so often. 
Because that foreign power will be willing to protect you and keep 
you supplied, you'll agree." 


"Great, so we're a mercenary army," Red snorted. "How does that 
make us any different than Boba Fett and the bounty-hunting dikute 
on Mandalore?" 


"Bounty-hunters only do it for themselves," Doran reminded. 
"Mercenaries only do it for the money. You're doing it because you 
want to make the Mandalorian Empire you dream of as strong as 
possible. You won't get any recognition, won't have your names 
sung in victory songs or even remembered if you fall. But your work 
will help prop up Gedyc, Vizsla, or whoever the ruling clan is and 
you'll have their gratitude. Let me put it another way, do you have 
anything to lose right now if you just pack up and leave? Will the 
other clans even care if there are fifty-two less Mandalorians from 
rival factions to worry about?" 


"The kid has a point." No-Armor looked to his comrades. "If waiting 
until the dust settles keeps my family out of the blasterfire, and 
then we get a cushy job offer for doing so, I'm all for it." 


"Not like the others will respect our wishes anyways," Red said 
grudgingly. 


"We have your word as a Mandalorian that this deal you offer is 
legit?" Orange asked darkly. 


"You have my word," Doran said in turn, not mentioning that he 
wasn't exactly a Mandalorian. 


"Looks like we'll be working together in the future then," Green said 
in mild amusement to the others. 


"Joy," Blue deadpanned. 


"I'm glad we could reach an arrangement," Doran grinned, the 
tension draining. "Thanks." 


"Definitely worth coming down here," No-Armor chuckled as the 
others dispersed. "You're an interesting kid, kid. If you are Vizsla's 
pawn, she definitely has some scary people working on her behalf. I 
look forward to meeting up with you in the future, you know, when 
the dust settles." 


"If I'm alive, sure," Doran laughed forcefully. "You know what the 
life-expectancy of a Kyr'tsad Mandalorian is." 


"Too true," No-Armor said mirthfully. He gave Doran a two-fingered 


salute. "Thanks for the heads-up. I'll be sure to leave a probe in- 
system to record the fireworks." 


With the five gone, Doran sagged back against the mesa wall, 
breathing a sigh of relief. That had went a lot better than he 
expected. Of course he knew they'd be suspicious and doubt him. 
But at the same time, they were still Kyr'tsad because they too 
wanted a Mandalorian Empire. It was all a matter of trying to see 
where they fit in and how far they would go for that dream. 

"That was interesting." 

Doran nearly leaped out of his skin. "Bantha Dung! Don't do that!" 
Shimmering into view as the photon shield emitted by her stealth 
belt was deactivated was a smiling Tracyn. The pint-sized Kyr'tsad 
clan lead cocked her head to the side. "What? Did you really think 
you could go off on your own again and not worry us?" 


"I thought Clan Gedyc can't be seen getting too friendly with Clan 
Vizsla," Doran retorted. 


"You're lucky it was me and not one of my blaster-happy 
bodyguards," Tracyn shrugged, seemingly unconcerned about the 
consequences. "Now they would have shot you." 

"Lucky me." 


"Still debating whether to do their job," Dinua's voice sounded from 
above him. 


He tilted his head back to see her crouched on a landing above him, 
plasma-pistol drawn. "Su cuy, Dinua." 


"Dikut," Dinua sighed. She flipped a comlink down to him. 
He caught it as it chimed. "Hello?" 


"Did you really think creeping off on your own was the best thing to do?" 
Jintar asked. 


"And where are you?" 
"With Zerimar and a very cool sniper rifle, about a half-klick away." 


"So Hera and Ghes are somewhere too?" 


"Running interference," Tracyn gestured back to the top of the mesa. 
She then held out what looked like an oversized thermal detonator. 
"Although Wren did give me this in case I needed it." 


"Not needed," Doran said quickly, shaking his head at the insanity 
that was his Mandalorian friends. 


"Hey, we have your back," Tracyn said softly, her voice gentle. "And 
we know you have ours. No matter how this insane plan of yours— 
whatever it is—plays out, none of us have any regrets." 


"Would now be a bad time to tell you the objective of the mission 
I'm having everyone flying off too?" 


"You mean the reason why you're having Kyr'tsad temporarily 
relocate to Zanbar?" Tracyn said with a curious tilt of her head. "I 
wondered why you suggested that. I mean, in the meeting you told 
the Overlords that you overheard Commander Beviin talking about 
launching a strike on Concord Dawn while you were in bacta. And I 
know you sent personal messages to the other Overlords before the 
meeting. Those five included." 


"Yeah, sorry for leaving you out, Tracyn. But I kind of knew you'd 
object if I brought it up doing the meeting." 


"Object? Doran, we agreed that I would vote with Wren." 


"Yeah...but doing so this time would make it very un-Clan Gedyc 
and even the others would be suspicious." 


"Oh, this sounds good," Jintar interjected. "So what is this great, 
mysterious plan you and Commander Beviin have come up with? 
Because chances are, you'll end up in the med-bay at the end of it." 


"Not taking that bet," Dinua said as she jet-packed down to the 
ground level. 


"I was going to tell all of you when we were en route. Now, you all 
have my back right? No regrets?" 


"Dikut," Dinua groaned, lightly slugging him in the arm. "If we 
didn't know you better, we'd be very offended that you're 
questioning our honor. Whatever it is, we're in." 


"Ditto that," Jintar said brightly. "Mostly because I'm dying of curiosity 
and really want to see what you've come up with this time." 


Tracyn nodded supportively. "Come on, Doran. I let half my face get 
melted when I barely knew you. The only thing that's changed is 
that I'd definitely do it again in a heartbeat if it meant saving you." 


"Great, thanks." Doran took in a deep breath. "Because ninety-five 
percent of the Kyr'tsad groupies think the reason for going to Zanbar 
is to kill this very important Mandalorian. A guy every Kyr'tsad 
blames for a majority of Mandalore's problems. A guy they'll have 
no problems uniting against to take down." 


"Wait...." Tracyn's eyes grew round. There really was only one 
Mandalorian all of Kyr'tsad would back offing. "Wait...no way...." 


"Dikut, you didn't," Dinua stared at him gobsmacked. 


"Yeah...Tracyn, you know that vote everyone agreed upon, the one 
to move to Zanbar? No one argued the move because of the real 
reason for it. I kind of convinced all of Kyr'tsad to go on a mission to 
assassinate Boba Fett." 
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"Yeah...Tracyn, you know that vote everyone agreed upon, the one 
to move to Zanbar? No one argued the move because of the real 
reason for it. I kind of convinced all of Kyr'tsad to go on a mission to 
assassinate Boba Fett." 

Doran's words were greeted with stunned silence. 

Dinua was the first to recover. "He would be good bait, and Kyr'tsad 
would definitely go for it. It is a good thing he won't actually be at 
Zanbar, right?" 

Doran casually began whistling, not meeting her gaze. 


"Errrr....Doran...Mand'alor won't actually be at Zanbar..." Jintar said 
nervously. 


"Tell me he isn't really going to be there," Tracyn blinked wildly. 
"Okay, he isn't really going to be there," Doran parroted. 


Tracyn's eyes grew wide when she realized he was being a smartass. 
"Oh heck..." 


"He's going to be there? Mand'alor is at Zanbar?" Dinua managed 
shakily. 


"Along with a green squad of blamo-super-commandos, according to 
your dad anyway." 


"Doran, Kyr'tsad, even fragmented as we are, we're hundreds of 
fighters strong. Against a squad of recruits...It'll be a massacre." 


"That's why everyone voted to go," Doran said lightly, as if it were 
no problem. 


"What aren't you telling us?" Dinua pressed, eyes flashing. 


"The great and powerful Gorak Lah might know we're going to 
Zanbar too. And he might want to avenge the humiliation we 


inflicted on his people on Gargon." 

"And we're getting out of this mess, how?" Jintar said weakly. 
"No idea," Doran admitted with a shrug. 

"Doooooran," Tracyn glared. 


"What? You wanted a plan that would get no Mandalorian 
innocents killed, would get the gungho-let's-kill-for-an-Empire 
Mandalorian-history-recreationists killed, and help the war-effort at 
the same time. You never said anything about wanting to survive 
that plan. I'm not that good." 


"I take it back, go ahead and blast him, Jeban," Tracyn groaned. 
"My father actually agreed to this?" Dinua said faintly. 


"He's the one who told me where Boba Fett was," Doran nodded. 
"And he's the one who's going to be telling Gorak Lah where we're 
going." 


"Why would he do that?" Tracyn voiced. 


"Well, he's not exactly going to tell Gorak Lah at first. He's going to 
say something along the lines of, 'I've found where the attackers are 
going to strike next. My men and I will avenge your warriors and show 
you how true soldiers fight.' At which point will get all offended and 
more than likely say something like, 'No need. You will tell me the 
location and my own people will handle it. The Mandalorians will learn 
that anyone who strikes at us will regret it most severely.' And then 
Dinua's dad will probably say, 'As you wish, oh wise and powerful 
Vongese leader. They will be attempting to kill the leader of our armies 
on Zanbar. Do not underestimate them even if they are mere terrorists.' 
Of course, that will only offend even more, and he'll say, 'Do not tell 
me how to fight my battles! My people will be victorious and you will see 
the might of the Yuuzhan Vong.' And then..." 


"We got the point," Dinua cut him off, shaking her head. "You sure 
this won't backfire on my father?" 


"Hey, it's who's going to be making all the decisions, your dad 
volunteered his people but was vetoed. If we're lucky, we'll be able 
to take out in this mission too." 


"There is such thing as being overly optimistic," Dinua said flatly. 


"I guess I'll have my cruiser return to base then," Tracyn grumbled. 
"No sense getting it shot up by the Vongese fleet. Does Wren know 
about all this?" 


"She used her creepy Jedi powers and somehow weaseled it out of 
me," Doran nodded. 


"Right," Dinua snorted. 


The comlink chimed again, letting them know that someone else 
was patching themselves through. 


"Were beginning to wrap up camp up here. You all ready to go?" Hera 
asked. 


"All ready here," Dinua confirmed. 
"Great, see you all shortly." 


"T'll see you guys at Zanbar," Tracyn said dryly. She gave Doran an 
affectionate, yet annoyed roll of her eyes before clicking her stealth 
belt and shimmering out of sight. 


FtF II FtF 


A fleet of nearly three-dozen vessels dropped out of hyperspace and 
quickly entered into orbit around the marsh-and-plateau covered 
moon. Over seven hundred Kyr'tsad Mandalorians, all there with the 
sole purpose of killing one man. Fighters, freighters, illegally 
modified cargo-ships and other vessels, the fleet of Kyr'tsad looked 
impressive and intimidating indeed. Leading the fleet was a 
decades-old frigate called in by Overlord Viba. Conspicuous in its 
absence was the cruiser of Clan Gedyc. 


"Where's your ship, Gedyc?" Overlord Viba asked mildly. "Those boxes 
your clan arrived in don't look all that durable." 


"It's a surgical strike for a reason, Viba," Tracyn replied in kind. 
"So Vizsla got you up to speed then?" 


"Can't say I'm happy about this, but I won't be the one responsible for 
keeping Clan Gedyc out on the sidelines on this historic day." 


The holograms of the other Overlords popped up around the holo- 
table. 


"We appear to be missing a few," the salt-and-pepper goateed 
Overlord noted. 


"More glory to us then," the overweight Overlord laughed. "This is 
going to be a glorious day indeed." 


"Nothing glorious about thousand-to-one odds," the goateed Overlord 
replied. 


One of the other Overlords let out an annoyed breath. "Abiik, you 
old fossil. Glory and honor are only useful to the living. We don't give a 
womrat's shebs if we die. When Mand'alor is dead, who cares how many 
people shot or stabbed him. Dead is dead." 


"Scans have located Mand'alor's shuttle," Overlord Kyze said, getting 
down to business. "Detecting life-signs nearby," 


"Could just be the local wildlife," Tracyn mentioned. "This moon is full 
of creatures and the entire point of training commandos is to not have 
them near an exfil point." 


"Gedyc has a point," Hera agreed. "And the fact that we just 
dropped out of hyperspace in low-orbit means that they'll most 
likely have seen us already. On a moon this size, the last thing we 
want is to feed our people piecemeal to Boba Fett." 


"Searching for signs of technology," Overlord Kyze allowed. "This is a 
primitive moon, so only Mandalorian technology should pop." 


"We should blow the shuttle and glass the surrounding area anyways," 
Overlord Viba suggested. "If we strand them on the moon, they'll be in 
for a world of trouble." 


"Or we can leave the shuttle in one piece as bait," Hera countered. 
"If they think they have a way off the moon, we'll know where 
they'll be headed." 


"Mand'alor is not a stupid man," the salt-and-pepper goateed Overlord 
shook his head. "He's, if anything, practical. He knows that the shuttle 
is a loss so will more than likely try to take one of ours if we land on the 
planet." 


"We've got a reading," Overlord Kyze interrupted. "Bearing...over a 
hundred kilometers south of the shuttle." 


A holographic map of the area came into focus on the table. 


Towering rock formations of all sorts—some kilometers wide and 
short, others narrow but kilometers tall—stood out along a flat 
plain. Blinking lights representing the detected technology were 
indicated in the middle of the thicket of spires. Zooming in, and 
they appeared to be located at the base of one particularly tall 
formation. 


"Great, we'll hit the place from orbit and send in the troops to clean up 
the mess," Overlord Viba said confidently. "It might not be honorable, 
but it'll get the job done." 


"Be my guest, Overlord Viba," the salt-and-pepper goateed Overlord 
said with a raised eyebrow. "Like I said, Mand'alor is not stupid. He 
has access to the same, if not better technology. He'll know what we're 
looking for." 


"Even then," Tracyn said. "He will not have been able to get far from 
that location. Not on such short notice. I'll go in first with my people, 
secure the area." 


"Not likely," the overweight Mandalorian objected. "Clan Jotun will 
not let Gedyc steal this kill!" 


His hologram winked out, and shortly after, a freighter and four 
aging fighters broke formation and made a beeline towards the 
planet's surface. Not to be outdone, several Overlords from smaller 
factions likewise ended communications and hurried after the 
freighter. 


"Not going after them?" The goateed Mandalorian looked to Tracyn 
and Viba. 


"Every hunter needs an ack dog to flush out prey," Viba said casually. 


"It sickens me beyond belief that we're actually in agreement," Tracyn 
told her colleague. 


"You two might be right," Hera said, studying the map. "Those 
markers haven't moved, and Boba Fett should already have seen 
them approach by now." 


Doran, clad in his Clan Vizsla-given Mandalorian beskar'gam, 
stepped over to the comm and toggled it before Hera realized what 
he was doing. "Kyr'tsad, pull back. Mand'alor knows you're coming 
and youre flying straight into the bait. The markers have not 
moved." 


"You have an interesting Second, Vizsla," Kyze remarked. 
Hera shot Doran a glare. "You have no idea." 


Doran ignored her, focusing instead on the holographic read-out. 
Only a few ships pulled up, ten others—the freighter of Clan Jotun 
included—continued on course. 


"What a waste of life," Kryze said distastefully. 
"Killed by their own stupidity," Viba agreed. 


"Farewell, Gever Jotun. May you find everything you wish in the next 
life," the goateed Overlord sighed, shaking his head. 


The group could only watch as the more blood-thirsty and glory- 
seeking members of their ranks surrounded the towering spire. The 
ships dropped lower, and Mandalorians began jetpacking out, 
blasters at the ready. 


Doran and Hera grimaced at the same time, sensing the shift in the 
Force a split second before anything happened. 


The Mandalorians closest to the source of the sensor readings never 
knew what hit them. They were disintegrated instantly. Being only 
a few meters away from two-dozen thermal detonators going off 
would do that. The Kyr'tsad assassins behind them only had a 
second to register the powerful pressure-wave obliterating their 
insides before the white-hot flame engulfed them completely. Said 
pressure-wave traveled all around the base of the rocky pillar, and 
the pillar did not appreciate the jolt to its stability. To the disbelief 
of those watching safely in orbit, said pillar began to topple over. 


The command crew on Clan Jotun's freighter must still have been in 
shock at what had happened to their ground-forces, because they 
reacted a few seconds too late. Several metric tons of heavy rock 
came crashing down on the hovering freighter, driving it into the 
ground. There, it exploded in a spectacular fireball that marked the 
definite end to one of Kyr'tsad's larger factions. 


Two other freighters from other clans had been spared the toppling 
spire. But they weren't spared from the jetpacking Ori'ramikade who 
launched themselves from nearby spires and landed on their ships. 
Apparently the illegally modified, aging freighters were allergic to 
jetpack-launched rockets. Especially when the rockets impacted 
with the environmental-control nodules and ignited the oxygen 


reserves. The Oriramikade jetpacked off the doomed vessels as both 
crashed into the ground in many different pieces. 


The few fighters and other small vessels that had descended 
immediately tried to target the exposed commandos. Only to find 
out that the commandos were a lot more maneuverable than they 
were in the atmosphere. One of the commandos landed on a fighter 
and riddled the cockpit with plasma rounds. Another snubfighter 
had a grenade sucked into its atmospheric-exhaust intake. A 
Mandalorian gunship opened fire with all five of its cannons, taking 
off after two of the Ori'ramikade ambushers. A third Ori'ramikade 
disengaged from another pillar and landed on the gunship. 


Those in orbit watched as the lone super-commando then opened a 
roof-access hatch and slipped inside. A few seconds later, followed 
by a brief dive and recovery by the gunship, and the singular 
Ori'ramikad had decimated yet another Kyr'tsad faction all on his 
lonesome. He then turned the gunship on two other Kyr'stad vessels, 
effectively ending another two clans. 


In the meantime, one of the other freighters realized the error of its 
ways and tried to pull out. Two more Ori'ramikade jetpacked off 
another pillar and landed on the bridge. They both left satchel 
charges, pressed firmly against the cockpit viewport, and jetpacked 
away. Those in the freighter could only gape in panicked horror, 
shortly before the entire bridge was engulfed in flame and the rest 
of the freighter veered back towards the planet. As for the two 
Ori'ramikade, hovering outside their next target, they used wrist- 
mounted cannons and riddled a lighter-armored cargo-ship with a 
destructive barrage at point-blank range. The vessel blew apart, and 
the two Ori'ramikade moved on to their next victim. 


The entire fight lasted less than ten minutes. And at the end of 
those ten minutes, every single attacker who had gone first was 
dead. 

"Ouch," Doran whistled. 


"Five people," Viba gaped. "Five people just killed over a hundred. Just 
like that!" 


Doran looked back over to Dinua. "I can definitely see why you 
want to be just like them when you grow up." 


"Stop talking, Dikut," Dinua said almost reflexively, but her eyes 
were transfixed on the holotable. 


"That settles it!" Viba snarled. "Gunnery crews, target that area and 


fire!" 


Overlord Abiik nodded to his own gunners, other Overlords did the 
same, and soon the entire area was blanketed in laser fire. The 
devastation collapsed the rocky spires and turned the ground black 
and glassy. When the firing stopped, the only thing left was a 
slightly glowing crater several dozen kilometers wide. 


And against all logic, the hijacked Mandalorian gunship streaked 
out of the atmosphere at full throttle, with all guns ablazing. Three 
more Kyr'tsad vessels succumbed to the suicidal charge before the 
combined firepower of the fleet ripped the gunship to shreds. 


"Autopilot," Doran muttered under his breath, sensing no loss of life 
from the atomization of the gunship. 


"They've caused this much damage and Boba Fett hasn't even shown 
himself," Hera said in amusement. "I think we might need more 
people after all." 


"Receiving a message from the surface...It's...it's Mand‘alor." 


The image of a helmeted Boba Fett took up most of the projection 
space as the Protectorate leader regarded the others. "Kyr'tsad scum. 
Are you going to hide in your ships like cowards or face us on the 
ground like real warriors? I call out the leaders of your little fleet in 
particular. A duel in the battle circle. No tricks. Let's end this, I don't 
have all day." 


"This is Tidar Abiik, I accept your challenge, Mand'alor. I will end you 
for the betterment of Manda'yaim." 


Several other clan leaders accepted the challenge as well. 

"We've pinpointed his transmission source," Hera muttered under 
her breath, the image of Boba Fett shrinking so that the map can 
show the swamp he was in. 


"Forgot the challenge, Abiik!" Viba said in disgust. "We have his 
location. Let's just be rid of him!" 


"No! For the honor of Manda'yaim, for the traditions from which we all 
came, you will hold your fire!" 


"Maybe I shouldn't have called in the Yuuzhan Vong too," Doran 


said out of comm-range, shaking his head. "I wouldn't be surprised 
if Boba Fett singlehandedly wipes out everyone." 


"There's still an army of Mandos up here," Hera rolled her eyes. 
"Even Boba Fett isn't that good." 


Several ships hovered over the swamp, and sensor readings showed 
five individuals jetpack out of them. The readout flickered as one of 
the hovering ships began broadcasting the upcoming fight in real 
time. 


"We should record and sell tickets to this," Doran faux whispered. 
"How many people do you think has seen Boba Fett fight and live to 
tell about it?" 


No one answered, transfixed by the duel that was unfolding before 
them. 


The five Kyr'tsad answering Boba Fett's challenge formed a ring 
around the famous bountyhunter. Blasters were set aside, but each 
drew a bladed weapon of some sort, with one wielding two bladed 
gauntlets. Boba Fett nodded and began loosening the armor he was 
wearing, and the others followed suit. One by one, suits of armor 
were dropped to the ground until the Kyr'tsad challengers were just 
in rough-woven cloth garments and armed with their bladed 
weapon of choice. 


Boba Fett, however, had stopped undoing his armor after removing 
his breast plate. Instead, he just shook his head at the group, his 
disdain clear in his body language. 


"You guys are making this way too easy." And suddenly Boba Fett 
disappeared, in his place a blinking holo-projector letting out a 
keening sound. The sonic emitter stirred the swamp around the 
Mandalorians from a deathly stillness to a wild frenzy. Hoots, 
hollers, and howls echoed all around, the sound of many feet 
splashing through the loamy ground startling the Overlords. 


And then the source of those feet burst clear. Giant predators and 
other creatures with razor sharp teeth and claws all headed for the 
gathered leaders. 


"Hu'tuun!" Abiik roared, shortly before a creature the size of a small 
bus slammed into him and carried him off out of range of the 
camera. 


With their guns and armor on the ground, the other Overlords 
didn't stand a chance either. A pack of anoobas swarmed two 
others, snarling and yelping as they bypassed the wild and panicked 
swings. One of the Overlords managed to recover his blaster and 
started firing at the creatures, only for a momong on a nearby perch 
to hurl a rock at him and strike him in the head. 


The hovering ships continued to hover, wanting to help but at the 
same time not wanting to kill their leader in the crossfire. The 
hovering proved to be their downfall. Jetpacking out from the 
swamp were more of Boba Fett's Ori'ramikade recruits, each of them 
firing wrist or jetpack missiles at the lightly armored ships. The 
video-recording fizzled out as the ship responsible for said 
recording was hit in the engine block and careened into the ground. 
The second of the three hovering vessels likewise was hit in the 
engines, though it had already been veering away. The momentum 
took the ship deeper into the swamp where it crashed in a 
thunderous bang. The last hovering ship managed to avoid the 
barrage, and it swung about, its gunners finally having a clear 
target. A side-hatch opened as well to reveal a mounted rotary 
cannon. 


The Oriramikade recruits scattered as the ship and gunner opened 
fire. 


And then Boba Fett truly did emerge. Streaking through the sky like 
a meteor, he drew the ship's fire, but deftly avoided the streaking 
rounds blazing all around him. And he returned fire at the same 
time. With a precision shot, he nailed the rotary cannon gunner. 
The Kyr'tsad gunner died with his finger on the trigger, causing the 
cannon to swing around and shoot out portions of the aft before the 
body fell out of the ship. Boba Fett then landed alongside the empty 
gunnary position and threw a detonator into the ship. He jetpacked 
away, leading the doomed ship on a short chase. The resulting 
explosion tore the vessel in two, once again reducing the numbers 
of the Kyr'tsad forces. 


"That does it!" Viba howled angrily. "All ships open fire! Open fire!" 
"Target Fett's position and fire!" Reau barked as well. 


But no sooner had the Mandalorian fleet got off a few rounds, than 
their sensors started to blare out in warning. Something was coming 
out of hyperspace. A split second later, the 'something' was 
amended to many 'somethings'. Enough somethings that they casted 
a shadow over the now puny-in-comparison Kyr'tsad fleet. 


Hera and Doran looked to one and other, paling slightly. 


"Oh, Gorak brought his whole fleet. I did not expect that," Doran 
blanched, watching as Yuuzhan Vong ship after ship emerged from 
hyperspace right on top of them. He quickly shook himself and 
toggled the comm. "Tracyn! Get to planetside!" 


At the same time, Hera shouted back to their cockpit. "Ram, Ghes! 
Get us to the planet as quick as you can!" 


That was all they had time to say before the massive warfleet of 
over a dozen capital ships, and numerous heavy cruisers, frigates, 
picket-ships, and other alien vessels unleashed their might. Their 
freighter was rocked violently by the barrage, their shields falling as 
incendiary plasma burned right through it. Ghes and Ram quickly 
pointed the ship towards Zanbar and gunned the engines. 


In that time, Doran kept his eyes on the holo-readout of the 
situation. The Kyr'tsad forces were being utterly decimated, and that 
was before the alien forces launched their fighters. When the 
coralskippers joined in the fray, it became an absolute massacre. 


Viba's command ship had the unfortunate distinction of being the 
biggest ship in the Mandalorian fleet. The frigate also happened to 
be the first targeted by every single capital ship in the Yuuzhan 
Vong fleet. It was blown away just as Overlord Viba was registering 
the arrival of the alien vessels. Several more modified cargo-vessels 
were annihilated by the fast-moving Yuuzhan Vong frigates, the 
alien, coralline vessels knifing through the void of space with 
impunity. Reau's own freighter tried to beat a hasty retreat, jumping 
to hyperspace after receiving heavy damage from the first volley. 
Only, it was dragged right back out of hyperspace by a dovin bassal 
mine. Another Yuuzhan Vong ship then proceeded to riddle the 
disabled vessel with a rapid-fire stream of plasma. Reau's vessel 
lasted a second under the barrage before disappearing in a flash of 
white. 


And then the freighter Doran was in was rocked violently and the 
holotable exploded in a shower of sparks as he was thrown across 
the room. 


"We're hit!" Ghes announced loudly, even as black smoke began to 
fill the ship. "Engine's out! We're going to be coming in hard!" 


Helping him up, Dinua grimaced. "Doran, I'm not too impressed 
with your plan at the moment." 


"That makes two of us," Doran braced himself. "How was I supposed 
to know Gorak would bring his entire fleet?" 


"Look on the bright side," Hera quipped. "You definitely did your 
part in cutting Kyr'tsad down to size." 


"I just hope Tracyn managed to get planetside too." 


"She did," Dinua said reassuringly. "Two of her three transports 
made it. I was watching their progress before the power went out." 


Their ship was hit again, and Doran could only tense as the falling 
sensation intensified. "I think the bright side is that we didn't get 
incinerated on re-entry." 


"Now let's hope we survive the crash." 
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Doran returned to consciousness resting on something soft and 
warm. As his memories flooded back, he was surprised he wasn't 
dead or in serious pain. And then he looked down at what he was 
lying on. Who he was lying on. 


"Dinua!" Doran shouted in alarm, quickly scrambling off of her. 


The dark-haired Mandalorian teen was unconscious and sprawled 
out against the lounger that had been in the central room. He 
quickly checked her pulse, relieved to feel it strong and stable. He 
looked around and saw Hera pitched over the remains of the 
holotable. He quickly moved to her side and checked on her too. 


"Five m're minutes, dad," Hera mumbled as he shifted her into a 
more comfortable position. "I pr'mise I didn't slingshot Big Zeb in 
the ass yesterday." 


"Hera, wake up," Doran used the Force to jolt her back to 
consciousness. 


"Doran?" Hera blinked wildly, using the Force to likewise regain her 
bearings faster than she normally would have been able to. 


"Yeah, we crashed and survived." 


"My team!" Hera looked towards the front of the ship in panic. Said 
front of the ship—and the back—was in several pieces across 


several kilometers. The cockpit, however, had wedged itself 
between two towering rock formations nearby. 


"Go, I'll take care of Dinua and get Jintar," Doran nodded. 


Before Hera could make for the cockpit, however, they heard the 
splashing sound of feet running through the swamp. It was followed 
by a guttural yell in a foreign tongue. Doran wasn't exactly sure 
what the Yuuzhan Vong warrior was saying, but he guessed it was 
probably along the lines of 'I found survivors, over here! ’. 


And then, because it hadn't been entirely clear that the Yuuzhan 
Vong really wanted them dead, said warrior shouldered a device of 
some-sort and stroked a part of the tubular device. Bursting out of 
the device was a spinning insect of sorts that made a shrieking 
sound as it flew. Its presence completely bewildered the two Jedi. 


What didn't bewilder them was when the insect impacted with the 
rocky spire behind them in a violent boom. 


"That was a lot more powerful than the other exploding bugs they 
fire!" Hera yelled, rolling to cover as debris and dust billowed all 
around them. 


"No kidding!" 


Another shrieking sound, and the bug impacted the ground between 
Hera and Doran, throwing up swampy water as it exploded. 


"Kriffing super-blastbugs," Doran sputtered, now dripping with goo. 
The bad thing about not wearing his Mandalorian helmet was that 
the goo was now dripping into his armor, creating a very 
uncomfortable feeling. But that was the least of his concerns. 
Another blast occurred much too close to where he had left Dinua. 


He crawled over to Dinua as Hera began to return fire, and quickly 
began using the Force to wake his not-quite-girlfriend-more-than- 
best-friend. 


She came around, slower than Hera and showing all the signs of a 
bad concussion. 


"Dikut?" Dinua managed whoozily, her eyes barely focusing on him. 
"Why are there three of you?" 


"Cloned myself," Doran quipped. Shortly before another explosion 


toppled a smaller rocky pillar and had it crash onto some of the 
remains of their shuttle. 


The blast seemed to ground Dinua, who clutched at her head as she 
tried to scramble for cover. "Oh osik, my head." 


More Yuuzhan Vong voices rang out, letting Doran know that the 
first guy now had his buddies with him. 


"What's the situation?" Dinua said, swaying as she sat against a 
burned out piece of bulkhead. 


"Army of bad guys over there, navy of bad guys in orbit, three 
functioning good guys with peashooters and no ship." 


"Got it," Dinua breathed out. 
"There is one thing I can do," Doran said after a beat. 
"What's that?" Dinua looked at him suspiciously. 


"Well, apart from hating people who attack them, Yuuzhan Vong 
really hate Jedi." 


"Doran, don't you dare," Dinua hissed, reaching for his arm but 
missing as another bout of vertigo struck. 


"Look, you're down. Jintar's somewhere, but unconscious. If Ghes 
and Ram are alive, they're trapped in that cockpit several hundred 
meters off the ground. And Hera's pinned down. Besides, this was 
my plan. I got you guys into this mess, so I have to get you guys out 
of it. 


"Doran..." 


Doran reached to one of the satchels attached to the back of his 
utility belt. "Don't worry, dying on a swampy planet like this would 
suck big time for me." 


He opened the satchel and undid the casing that hid his lightsaber. 
Dinua glowered at him, but knew that unless he did something so 
Jedi-like, they'd all be killed. She reached out and grabbed him by 
the front of his armor, then pulled him down for another searing 
kiss. 


"There's more where that comes from if you make it back," Dinua 


breathed out, eyes blazing. 


Doran, his eyes slightly glazed, gulped heavily. "Several people will 
kill me in very creative ways if I try to collect." 


"K'atini," Dinua smirked back at him, giving him a slight shove. 


Doran searched the area and saw the scrunched up locker he had 
kept his helmet in. With a Force-gesture he opened the locker and 
floated the helmet to him. Giving Dinua one last smile, he donned 
the helmet and stood. Thanks to the special HUD, he could see the 
outline of several squads of alien warriors through the smoke and 
dust. 


"Here goes nothing." 


He stood and activated his lightsaber, the blue blade humming to 
life. 


"Jeedai!" Came alarmed shouts and yells. 


"That's right, I'm a Jeedai," Doran called out, mimicking their 
pronunciation and tossing his lit lightsaber back and forth between 
his hands. "A big, scary, mean, Jeedai." 


It was thanks to his helmet's upgraded audio receptors that he could 
literally hear Dinua facepalm. 


"Little Brother!" Hera yelled out. "I want it back." 


Doran held up his opposite hand, not even looking as he caught 
what the older teen had thrown. He felt the squarish hilt of the 
Dark Saber fit into his hand, and he activated that too. "Look, now 
I'm a big, scary, mean Jeedai with two swords!" 


The Yuuzhan Vong warriors, at first startled by his appearance, all 
seemed to come to the same decision at the same time. 


"Kill the Jeedai!" 


Doran blinked wildly behind his helmet as what looked like a small 
army began rushing him. Using the Force to augment his speed, he 
promptly took off through the swamp. The angry cries of the 
warriors behind him let him know that he had their attention. The 
buzzing sound of coralskippers a few seconds later let him know 
that the warriors had called in air-support. And the plasma barrage 


that nearly annihilated his position a few seconds after that let him 
know that they had a bead on him. Of course, it was night, and he 
was running through a swamp with two very obvious swords of 
light. 


In a moment of absurdity, he wondered if he should take pride in 
being an excellent distraction. Then he wondered if he'd end up ina 
med-bay again. A shrieking sound snapped him out of his musings 
and he dove forward as what looked like an entire swarm of super- 
blastbugs whizzed over his head, overshooting him. He almost 
exhaled in relief at the near miss, when the entire swarm then 
veered around and headed back towards him. 


"You have to be kidding me," Doran sputtered, his dive having 
coated his very nice armor set in more mud and grime. He held out 
his hand to repel the swarm, belatedly remembering that these were 
Yuuzhan Vong creatures and that the Force didn't work on them. At 
the last possible moment, he created a buffer of Force energy 
between him and the creatures as they collided with him in a 
concussive blast. 


The force of it sent him flying through the air as if he had a jetpack. 
The blast also knocked the Dark Saber and his lightsaber out of his 
hands, both weapons deactivating and careening off into the 
swamp. Doran landed in another part of the marshy swamp with a 
squelching thud, his armor now smoking and covered in cooked 
mud and slime. He groaned, his head spinning and his body telling 
him that what he had just done was royally stupid. 


He heard the Yuuzhan Vong warriors shout nearby, and forced 
himself to his feet. Of course, doing so, he was immediately spotted. 


"Jeedai!" 


"Yeah, yeah, I heard you the first time!" Doran shouted back, 
sprinting away again. He didn't care where he was going so long as 
he led the single-minded alien warriors away from Dinua and Hera. 


Even then, Jedi had their limits, and running in swampy ground 
was a good way to sap his endurance. His armor also weighed a lot. 
And the Yuuzhan Vong warriors were relentless. The howl of some 
kind of creature let Doran know that they were definitely tracking 
him. 


Eventually, his random path took him to the base of a larger rocky 
pillar. He was panting for breath now, his legs killing him. A 


Yuuzhan Vong dropship of some sort coasted overhead, and dozens 
of warriors fast-roped out of its sides. 


"That's cheating you know," Doran complained. 

"Jeedai," what looked to be the commander of the warriors sneered. 
"That's me," Doran said weakly. 

"Gorak Lah will reward my Domain greatly for capturing you." 
"Good for you then," Doran quipped, sounding braver than he felt. 
"But I lost my lightsaber in that evening jog you guys had me do. 
He'll never believe you." 

"You will tell him you're a Jeedai." 

"And what do I get out of it?" 

"A quick death," the warrior grinned toothily. 

"T'll pass." 

"You prefer to suffer?" 

"No, I don't want to do that either." 


"You are surrounded, without any weapons, and alone," the warrior 
listed. "Surrender is your only option." 


And then Tracyn's voice sounded from the swamp behind the 
warriors. "Tra'cyar mav!" 


Before that moment, Doran had never heard the sound of a large 
amount of plasma weapons opening fire on several dozen 
individuals. Nor had he ever seen a simultaneous launch of dozens 
of jetpack missiles at once. Now he knew what it was like. 


The dropship was blown out of the air like a popped balloon. The 
Yuuzhan Vong warriors were perforated and ripped apart by the 
hundreds of super-heated metal rounds. Doran just gaped in 
absolute shock at the deafening volley. 


Then, stepping out of the swamp, stealth-fields deactivating, was 
Tracyn and nearly fifty of her most hardcore and violent 
Mandalorians. 


"Su'cuy," Tracyn greeted cheerfully. 
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"Back at you," Doran exhaled. "You guys are way scary by the way.' 
"We aim to be," Tracyn chuckled. "The others?" 

"They were hurt so I led these guys away," Doran said sheepishly. 
"Of course you did," Tracyn sighed. 

Further talk was cut off by the droning of many more dropships. 


"Time to go." Tracyn tossed Doran a belt. "Careful, those things are 
expensive and the crystals inside are super, super rare." 


Doran attached the belt around his waist and activated it. He didn't 
feel any different, but when he lifted his hand, it was practically 
invisible. 


"Come on!" Tracyn yelled. 
Doran's head snapped up. The entire Gedyc faction was gone. 


"Switch to infrared," Tracyn supplied. "These belts only obscure the 
visible light spectrum." 


Doran tapped his helmet, and the dozens of Mandalorian returned 
to view in shadowy reds and blues. "Poor man's stealth belt?" 


"Got the designs from one of our archaeological digs," Tracyn 
confirmed as he fell into step with the rest of the group. "The 
materials for more effective stealth systems are too hard or 
impossible to come by. This was the best we could do with the 
resources available." 


"Definitely not complaining." 


They fell silent again as hundreds of Yuuzhan Vong warriors began 
flooding the swamp around them. Gedyc made a hand gesture, and 
her group stopped where they were, dropping down to their knees 
and shouldering their weapons. Tracyn, seeing Doran was without 
anything stabby or shooty, wordlessly handed him a plasma-pistol. 


The seconds passed, the atmosphere tense as the Yuuzhan Vong 
scoured the swamp, their shouts ringing out all around the 
Mandalorians. Bioluminescent creatures were brought in to flood 


the darkened swamp with light, the splashes of the Yuuzhan Vong 
warriors’ feetfall adding to the adrenaline-pumping suspense. 


Tracyn made another hand gesture, and her group went prone, their 
stealth fields disappearing as the swampy water negated it. Doran 
followed their example, uncertain as to what the Mandalorian had 
in mind. Tracyn held up three fingers, then counted down to two, 
then one. 


As the Yuuzhan Vong warriors neared their patch of swamp from all 
directions, the Mandalorians of Clan Gedyc opened fire. A blaze of 
plasma was spat out all around, scything through the unprepared 
Yuuzhan Vong like a blade through stalks of wheat. Another volley, 
and another group of warriors were cut down. With the swamp 
being relatively flat and featureless, there was nowhere to take 
cover. The Yuuzhan Vong began to return fire with razor and blast 
bugs, and plasma carbines of their own, but from their trajectory it 
was evident they had no idea where the incoming fire had come 
from. Given that they were surrounding the Mandalorians from all 
sides, their return fire fast became not-so-friendly fire. 


Fortunately or not, one of the Yuuzhan Vong commanders regained 
control of the situation, and the firing stopped completely. 


"Werda!" Tracyn barked out over the din, her order repeated by 
those closest to her. "Mashukir." 


Like a rippling blanket, the Kyr'tsad fighters under her command 
stood. The crackling flames of the devastation all around them 
glinted off their black armor, and the Yuuzhan Vong warriors stared 
at them in shock. And then the Mandalorians' armor hissed with an 
electric discharge, and their stealth fields made them invisible once 
more. 


"Yun-Lingni!" Spat one of the Yuuzhan Vong warriors in horrified 
shock. 


The commander of the warriors immediately spun around and 
decapitated the warrior with his giant, living knife-like-sword. 


Doran winced, sympathizing with the recently headless warrior. If 
he had been on the receiving end of that volley and just watched 
over a bunch of heavily armored people disappear into thin air, he'd 
be scared out of his mind as well. Silenced reigned, with the 
Yuuzhan Vong looking wildly around for some sign of the 
Mandalorians. 


The sound of splashing water broke the stillness, and Doran glanced 
down at the swamp to see the footprints of the invisible 
Mandalorians race towards the Yuuzhan Vong around them. The 
Yuuzhan Vong noticed as well, looking up wildly but still seeing 
nothing. Little did they realize that the charging footsteps were 
merely a distraction. 


And then the Yuuzhan Vong began to scream as the Mandalorians 
cut into them at close range from behind. The commander of the 
warriors was the first to fall. Through his helmet's HUD, Doran 
could see Tracyn fling a throwing-knife. The knife became visible 
the moment it left her hand, but to those who could see it, it 
appeared out of thin air. Small, black, and practically invisible in 
the night, the commander never saw it coming. He emitted a 
gurgling sound as it punched straight through his neck, hands 
clasping futilely at the fatal wound. And then, to add insult to 
injury, the knife exploded, blowing off the commander's head in full 
view of all of his subordinates. 


As if that explosion was the signal, more Yuuzhan Vong warriors 
began to drop. All around, the other Kyr'tsad soldiers were 
efficiently dispatching their targets. Vibroknives, bladed gauntlets, 
laser-garrots, bayonettes, the Yuuzhan Vong were dropping one by 
one. Not all were dispatched in one hit, but enough were that the 
successful Kyr'tsad soldiers were able to assist their brothers and 
sisters in arms. Coupled with the initial blaster barrage, after 
several long minutes filled with terrified cries and gargled death 
rattles, three whole platoons of Yuuzhan Vong warriors were either 
dead or fleeing for their lives. 


"Damn," Doran swallowed dryly. And then a chill went down his 
spine. These were the people Tracyn was deliberately trying to get 
killed. 


"So, yeah," Tracyn spoke up at his side, her stealth field fading. 
"Those are my people. The worst of the best." 


"The ones who believe in taking your homeworld by force?" 


"It's all they know," Tracyn confirmed with a nod. "Do you have a 
plan to get off this planet?" 


"I was thinking about that. Boba Fett's shuttle is still in one piece 
and far from here," Doran nodded. 


"You want to steal Boba Fett's ship?" Tracyn said blankly. 


"We can't do that?" 
"You're braver than I thought," Tracyn laughed. 


"It's a small ship though," Doran said, pointedly gesturing to where 
her people were now beginning to regroup. "Probably fits a dozen, 
two dozen at most." 


"Don't worry," Tracyn murmured, sobering as more Yuuzhan Vong 
ships began screaming through the sky. "We still have the fight of 
our lives on our hands if we want to get off this planet." 
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Three hundred and fifty kilometers. That was all that separated 
Tracyn and her people, and Doran and his friends from Boba Fett's 
ship. Well that, and a vast stretch of open swampland with towering 
rocky spires. And a very angry alien invasion force hellbent on 
killing them all. And any of Boba Fett's supercommandos still in the 
area. 


The stealth-belts of Clan Gedyc had a limited power supply so 
sneaking out had to be done completely visible. 


Fortunately or not, the vast majority of the Yuuzhan Vong forces 
had focused their attention in the area where they had lost the most 
people. This left the beleaguered Mandalorians more or less clear to 
beat a very hasty retreat. They alternated between walking and 
using their jetpacks—after the fall of the Empire, advancements in 
jetpack technology meant that instead of chemical fuel, the jetpacks 
were now powered by mini-fusion cores. This allowed the jetpacks 
to be used in much longer spurts, with the trade-off of needing time 
between uses to let the heat-sinks cool. The faster one went, the 
sooner they had to cool their pack down. Safety regulators and 
control valves provided an automatic shut-off to prevent detonation 
of the core. On the bright side, it allowed the group to get much 
further away than they would have had they been using the old 
chemical-fuel jetpacks. 


Many dozen kilometers later, with no Yuuzhan Vong in sight, they 
began to relax a little. 


"This is a piece of cake," Jintar drawled, a bandage swathed around 
his head. Having been in the freighter's gun-turret when the ship 
crashed, he had several shards of transparasteel punch through him 
and a metal girder land on him upon impact. Bloodied and badly 


hurt, the only thing that had saved his life was the pressure created 
by his antiquated Mandalorian armor. As another indicator of 
Mandalorian technology gone backwards, the more modern 
versions of the armor were of a looser fit and wouldn't have 
provided said protection. 


"We are so dead," Ghes Orade, similarly mummified in bandages, 
agreed with Jintar's tone. 


"Could be worse," Ram Zerimar, somehow surviving the crash- 
landing without a single injury, shrugged. "We could be prisoners to 
the Vongese." 


"There's that," Hera shrugged. "Or someone could have lost a rare 
and very valuable symbolic icon of our people after being blasted 
through the air." 


"I said I was sorry!" Doran objected. "You try holding onto it after 
being hit by an entire swarm of those blasted bugs." 


"My mom and dad are so going to kill me," Hera said mournfully. 
"Then again, maybe it's better that that stupid piece of political 
propaganda was lost on a swampy planet." 


The group heard a distant explosion and reflexively dropped to the 
ground. 


"What is it?" Ghes whispered. His helmet had been destroyed in the 
crash so he no longer had the advanced optics the others had. 


"Firefight," Ram answered back. He hefted his sniper rifle and 
looked through the scope to augment his helmet's capabilities. 
"Mandalorians and Vongese...it's Clan Kryze." 

"How can you tell?" Doran questioned. 


"Their Bes'uliik just stomped on three of the Vongese," Ram supplied 
in monotone. "And blew away the two fighters harassing them." 


"That's crazy," Doran breathed out. 
"It's pronounced Kry-ze," supplied one of Tracyn's people. 
"IT know what their clan is. But what Kryze is doing is crazy," Doran 


muttered. "That giant wardroid is just going to attract the attention 
of all the Vong on the planet." 


"That's probably the idea," Tracyn breathed out. "Korkie knows that. 
Odds are he'll detonate the droid once it attracts enough attention." 


In the meantime, Ram continued to watch the wardroid wreck 
havoc on the Yuuzhan Vong forces around it. Laser cannons, pulse- 
wave cannons, shatter missiles, shockwave generators, the weapon 
of war was going all out with everything it had. Blast bugs exploded 
harmlessly against its heavy armor plating, the plasma rifles carried 
by the infantry doing little more than create scorch marks in the 
hardened beskar ore. Three more coralskippers zoomed in, and the 
droid propelled itself off the ground and promptly collided with one 
of the alien fighters. The coral construct broke apart while the droid 
continued right on through it, firing at the other two fighters. 


More Yuuzhan Vong forces were called in, the overwhelming 
firepower finally beginning to show some results. One arm was 
blown off, one of its gun turrets was knocked askew. Another arm 
succumbed to the focused fire. As the warriors closed in, firing off 
their lethal weaponry, the droid came crashing down to the ground. 
And still the warriors pressed on. 


And then the sky turned bright white for a fraction of a second as 
its reactor and remaining ordinance went up. 


To Doran's surprised, nearly every Mandalorian with him bowed 
their heads and said variations of a prayer to the dead. "Tracyn?" 


"Bes'uliik were built to be semi-sentient," Tracyn muttered in 
explanation. "Ones as old as Clan Kryze's probably obtained full 
sentience a while back. They are as Mandalorian as me or 

Mand calor, even if electrons instead of blood run through them." 


"We should get moving," Dinua interrupted. "With that display, it 
won't be long before the Vongese flood this area too." 


"Mind if we join you?" The voice of Korkie Kryze caused everyone 
to reach for their weapons. As if they were little more than mirages, 
the adaptive-camouflaged Death Watch clan stepped into view. 


"Overlord Kryze," Tracyn acknowledged, smiling behind her helmet 
and signaling her people to lower their weapons. Not that she 
needed to. All of Clan Kryze had their weapons drawn long before 
her people and could have killed them if they wanted to. "You're 
more than welcome to. It's good to see your clan is intact." 


"More or less." 


"My condolences for your Bes'uliik." 


"It died in battle as it was meant to," said the Kryze Mandalorian at 
Korkie's right side. Doran briefly recalled her name to be Soniee. 
"But thank you." 


"From your bearing, you're headed for Mand‘alor's shuttle?" Korkie 
asked as the group got underway. 


"Unless you know how to drive one of those alien ships," Tracyn 
confirmed. "I don't see any other way off this planet." 


"There is one," Korkie said carefully. "An old Kyr'tsad outpost. It's 
not far from here actually." 


"And how do you know of it?" Hera questioned. 


"The attack that killed my Aunt Satine was launched from there. 
When I was younger, I made it a point of studying the tactics of the 
Kyr'tsad of that time so that such an attack could never be 
repeated." 


"The galaxy does have a strange sense of irony," Tracyn remarked. 


"It does. Given how all of the attackers were eventually killed, and 
that they all infiltrated our homeworld through innocuous means, 
many of their ships should still be at the camp." 


"But that was what, forty years ago?" Doran questioned. "Look at 
this planet. Will those ships even be space-worthy?" 


"The camp is still on the same route as Boba Fett's shuttle," one of 
Korkie's subordinates spoke. "Worse comes to worse, we can salvage 
what we can at the camp and continue on." 


"What Lagos said," Korkie agreed. "Plus the camp is fairly sheltered. 
At the very least we should be able to get some rest. After the 
casualties we've inflicted on the Vongese, I doubt they'll leave this 
planet until they are sure that every last one of us is dead." 


As the group continued across Zanbar's vast swamplands, Doran 
dropped back with Tracyn. "Hey, question." 


"Might have an answer," Tracyn said playfully. 


"Korkie's guys...they don't seem all that bad...for Kyr'tsad anyways. 


Are you sure they can't help you and Verde make that dream of 
yours come true?" 


Tracyn tapped her helmet, indicating that she wanted to switch to 
comms. Doran adjusted the appropriate dial and made it so that no 
sound could escape. He then nodded to Tracyn to indicate he was 
ready. 


Through a private channel, Tracyn said. "Clan Kryze has an 
outsider's place in terms of Kyr'tsad traditions. Through blood, he 
may be connected to Bo Katan, but in action his clan has actually 
done the least. If there was ever a bloodless faction among us, it 
would be his." 


"That's good...right?" 


"There are whispers that he's a Protectorate plant," Tracyn shook 
her head. "That he was using the death of his aunts as an excuse to 
join with us. He claims to be loyal to the Kyr'tsad cause, that he 
wants a Mandalorian Empire and a strong Manda'yaim. But in the 
two decades his clan has been a part of Kyr'tsad, all his people have 
done is recruit and train. He has agents in Sundari and Keldabe 
pushing political agendas, but most of the resolutions are never 
passed. Notice how he has only a handful of people with him? His 
actual clan is five times as many, but the ones with him are the only 
ones ever seen at his side." 


"If he's a Protectorate plant, how come the rest of the factions 
leaders haven't done anything?" 


"You saw that giant droid that just went boom," Tracyn said in turn. 
"His faction is the most technologically advanced and would wipe 
the floor with my people if they put their minds to it. Nevermind 
what they could have done to Clan Abiik or Jotun. In a fair fight, 
Clan Vizsla's probably the only one that stands a chance. Then 
again, rumors have it that they've even resurrected a piece of Clone 
Wars tech that targets beskar armor. But most of what is known 
about his clan are rumors anyways. As great as it would be for him 
to support Verde and me, he's too much of an unknown factor." 


"What if I..." 


"Baby Wookie One, I appreciate what you're trying to do," Tracyn 
interrupted gently. "But my treaty with Vizsla is already 
complicated enough. Most of my faction thinks I should usurp 
Verde and unite our clans. I'm sure most of her faction thinks just 


the opposite. To bring another Overlord into it is just asking for 
trouble. This is a Mandalorian thing, not Jedi." 


Doran made a face, but nodded. "Okay, okay, I won't ask for 
trouble." 


"Thank you." 

The moment they resumed normal communications, Doran casually 
wandered over to where Clan Kryze was walking alongside the rest 
of the group. 

"Baby Wookie One," Tracyn hissed in exasperation. 

Doran took his helmet off and looked back over at Tracyn. "Sorry, 
did you want something, I must be having some problem with my 
comm unit." 


The Kryze faction Mandalorian he had sided up against, Soniee, 
asked. "Want me to take a look at it?" 


"Sure," Doran said brightly. "Probably got knocked around with all 
the crashlanding and explosions and everything." 


"This is a pretty old helmet," Soniee evaluated. "Family heirloom?" 
"Something like that." 

"Hmmm...I don't see anything wrong surface-wise. Might be an 
electronic issue. When we get to the old camp, I can take a closer 
look." 


"Thanks." 


"Got to say, you're nothing like the last Vizsla Mandos I've met," 
Soniee said casually. 


"We're an eclectic bunch." 

"I know what you mean, so is Clan Kryze." 

"So...what's the whole story with Clan Kryze? I mean, Trac...Gedyc 
told me that he joined up because he was fed up with Mando 


politics. But it seems like a giant step to go from frustrated to 
terrorist." 


"I'm sure our story is very similar to the reason you signed up with 
Vizsla," Soniee kept her tone light and she was impossible to read 
one way or another. "Injustice on Manda'yaim, friends and family 
dying for nothing. Politics going in circles. You choose." 


"And you and...what did he call that other Mando with him, 
Lagos?" 


"We were at the academy with Korkie when we were kids," Soniee 
chuckled. "Stayed under his command after we graduated. Followed 
him when he decided to join Kyr'tsad. Well...you could say I 
followed them. Lagos is his wife so the two kind of defected 
together." 


"So you all just gave up everything, got blacklisted on your 
homeworld, chose being on the run and a life of crime...just like 
that?" 


"You make it sound so simple, kid. It wasn't really. After the civil 
war on Manda'yaim, things were not all that great. Before the 
Empire, before the Clone Wars, our planet was simple and mostly 
apolitical. The New Mandalorians did their things inside the domed 
city of Sundari, and the Protectorate safeguarded the planet from 
Keldabe. Then the civil war happened and questions were raised 
about the future of our people. Some sided with the Empire out of 
fear, or greed, or the belief that the Empire was truly the best thing 
for our people. The rest of the planet didn't know what they wanted 
for the future, only that they didn't want it to be under the heel of 
the Empire. When that heel was lifted, Manda'yaim was lost. 
Without a common enemy, someone who was definitely not 
Mandalorian, we fell back to infighting and petty squabbling. With 
Satine dead, her sister Bo-Katan killed in the civil war by the 
Protectorate, and Manda'or the Resurrector a soldier and not a 
politician, there was no stability. Korkie tried his best to keep the 
planet united, but when every Mandalorian clan wants to come out 
on top, wants to be the one that rules Sundari, it was an impossible 
task." 


"So he gave up?" 
"He gave up," Soniee shrugged. "I don't blame him. Frankly, he 
lasted five years longer than I thought he would. The civil war 
really hurt him." 


"What, why?" 


"You're full of questions, aren't you? Shouldn't you know the answer 
to that one already?" 


"I failed history class." 


"Funny. When the empire took over our homeworld, their chosen 
leader was the Suprema. An ugly as heck Shimholt named Ampotem 
Za. Now, normally we Mandalorians would object at an outsider 
ruling over us, but the Empire had its supporters as well. Clan 
Saxon was one of the largest clans at the time and its leaders were 
made governors of Keldabe and Sundari. But backing the Empire's 
Mandalorian stormtrooper corps was an old friend of Korkie, Lagos, 
and mine. We don't know what the Empire promised Amis, but the 
Emperor dubbed him the Empire's Mand'alor, and he was in charge 
of suppressing any dissent. He wasn't the only one to side with the 
Empire. Of the people who graduated with us and served under 
Korkie, three-quarters of them switched sides. But Amis was like a 
brother to Korkie." 


"Oh." 


"He had shitty timing to announce his defection too. He had just 
stood in as Korkie's best man. I remember that argument like it was 
yesterday. I was tag-teaming with Lagos doing the traditional post- 
wedding fighting circle competition with..." 


"What a minute...'post-wedding fighting circle'?" 


"Silly old Mandalorian tradition to make sure the bride and aliit can 
defend her new household," Soniee said dismissively. "Anyways, she 
and I were in the circle when all the sudden we hear Korkie and 
Amis yelling and something breaking. Of course we hurry to where 
she left her husband last and get the tail end of the conversation. 
Apparently Amis was trying to convince Korkie to come with him, 
to join the Empire and the new order they were creating. Korkie 
was trying to convince Amis that it was a very bad idea. When we 
arrive, Korkie had punched Amis and Amis was bleeding from a 
split lip. Fine, you've made your choice, Kryze. I was only trying to get 
you to see that if you want a happy future with Lagos, siding with the 
Empire is the only way. But I guess you're just as short sighted as your 
aunts'." 


"That...wow." 


"Yeah," Soniee sighed softly. "He left with half the wedding party 
too. Bastard." 


"So...I'm guessing there was no happily ever after to this story?" 


"No," Soniee gazed off into the distance. "Korkie and the rest of us 
spent the next decade following Mand‘alor the Resurrector against 
the Suprema, Saxon, and Amis. About a year before the first Death 
Star was destroyed, Clan Wren took out the Saxon governors and 
their local enforcers. Four years later, Mand'alor and his people took 
out the Suprema. By then, the battle for the planet was all but won. 
But for some reason, Amis and those with him wouldn't lay down 
their arms. They continued to fight, killing hundreds of Protectorate 
forces or families of Protectorate forces in an insane rampage. 
Finally, before the year was out, Korkie and his unit managed to 
corner Amis and the last of the Imperial Mandalorians. Korkie gave 
Amis the option to surrender." 


"He didn't," Doran guessed softly. 


"He did the next worst thing, he shot Lagos and me," Soniee 
chuckled softly. "Don't ever get hit with a superheated plasma slug 
in the chest. It really hurts." 


"T'll remember that." 


"Anyway, shooting the both of us...killing Lagos's unborn child, it 
would have been hers and Korkie's second child, and leaving her 
sterile..." Soniee shook her head. "After the war was over and 
Manda'yaim was free, Korkie tried his best to do what was good for 
our people. His heart wasn't in it though. The last straw was when 
Korkie and Lagos' first and only child was killed in an attempt to 
assassinate him. A rival clan wanted to end the Kryze bloodline so 
someone could take the throne. After everything he had given for 
the planet, everything his aunts had tried to do, seeing nothing 
change, he quit. That doesn't make him any less of a Mandalorian." 


"I never said he wasn't," Doran said quickly, hearing for the first 
time a deadly hint of durasteel in the old woman's voice. 


"Call us embittered old veterans if you want," Soniee said, 
seemingly to herself. "Or deranged visionaries. Sometimes I wonder 
if Korkie regrets turning down Amis' offer back then. How different 
things might have turned out." 


"The Empire did lose," Doran pointed out. 


Soniee chuckled dryly. "They did, didn't they? Anyways, the next 
time you get to talk with that friend of yours, tell her we have no 


love for the Protectorate either. We just prefer it if our change in 
government has the least amount of bloodshed possible." 


Doran stopped walking along side her in response. "Huh? I...I don't 
know what you..." 


"Please, I may be old, but the comm-units you're using are probably 
several decades older. I could have sliced them in my sleep," Soniee 
waved him off. "Don't think we haven't heard others repeat her 
suspicions before. I was just happy she wasn't planning to stab us in 
the back. You've met the other Kyr'tsad factions, playing together is 
not exactly their strength." 


"If...if you overheard our conversation...would Clan Kryze be 
interested in..." 


"We don't want to rule if that's what you're going to ask. We don't 
want any political power at all. The core of our clan are all old and 
tired like me. All we want is for some form of stability to finally 
return to Manda'yaim. The people Clan Kryze is training is meant to 
be a protective police force so that anarchy doesn't occur when 
there is a change in government. Our goal is to protect and shelter 
the non-combatants of Manda'yaim. Whatever Gedyc and Vizsla are 
cooking up, so long as they share the same goal, we have no 
problems." 


"Doesn't the Protectorate do that already? I mean, it is in their 
name." 


"The Protectorate is what passes for our military," Soniee shook her 
head. "And their egos are swollen enough because they take orders 
from Mandalor. The police force Korkie is training will be held 
accountable by the people, will live, eat, and talk with those they 
protect on a daily basis. Lightyears of difference. We've been 
releasing our peace-keepers into friendly villages on Manda'yaim for 
the past decade and a half, and the galaxy-focused Protectorate is 
none-the-wiser." 


"You're going to give the Kyr'tsadika a heart-attack you know," 

Jintar interjected mirthfully, walking a step behind Doran. "She had 
me relaying every bit of your conversation, promising severe bodily 
harm if I didn't. For an Ugnaught Mandalorian, she sure is vicious." 


Doran glanced to his taller friend, and then back over his shoulder 
at his shorter one. He stuck his tongue out at Tracyn and gave her a 
superior look. Score one for Jedi methods. 


"Doran, you do know that the very lethal Kyr'tsad guys with 
cloaking belts are very protective and highly sensitive about any 
insults made towards the Kyr'tsadika," Jintar nudged Doran. 


Doran's eyes darted to the large, deadly Mandalorians in black 
flanking Tracyn and quickly about-faced. "They're not going to 
shoot me, are they?" 


"She's probably reminding them that you're a Vizsla di‘kut and that 
you're not worth the blaster bolts," Dinua got in on the fun. 


"Do you two shadow me wherever I go?" Doran said in 
exasperation. He turned to address Soniee, but found that the old 
Mandalorian had moved to the front of the Kryze formation with 
Lagos and Korkie. "Geez, and now you interrupted a very nice 
conversation I was having." 


"We have to keep you from getting shot," Jintar patted Doran 
sympathetically. "Last time we left you to your own devices, you 
were blown through a moon, shattered every bone in your body, 
and declared dead." 

"No, the last time we left him alone, he was almost skewered by a 
Vongese and blown up with enough explosives to bring down one of 
their buildings," Dinua corrected. 


"Hey! I apologized for that!" Hera objected from somewhere behind 
them. 


"See?" Jintar said smugly. 


"What do you mean 'see'? I can take care of myself. It's just that you 
Mandalorians just like doing things ridiculously life-threatening." 


"We trust you," Dinua said. 
"You do?" 


"We trust you to always find a way to cause gross bodily harm to 
yourself," Dinua finished lightly. 


"It was an interesting conversation," Jintar chuckled. "At least now I 
know one of Jusik and Scout's secrets." 


"Huh?" 


"Ever since I was born, they'd spend one or two weeks a month 
away from the Kyrimorut and I always wondered where they went," 
Jintar elaborated. "My dad and uncles didn't really care, and Jusik 
and Scout were always evasive when I asked. After I met you, I 
should have pieced it together. Like you, they had found the least- 
homicidal members of Kyr'tsad to work with." 


"Jedi always do like to keep their options open. Nothing is absolute 
for us. Not even death." 


"Show off," Jintar rolled his eyes. 


The trio went quiet as Soniee fell back to jetpack alongside them. 
"We're approaching the base. If you have any of Gedyc's stealth 
belts, I'd advise you use them. We don't want any eyes tracking us." 


Between Gedyc's stealth belts and Kryze's adaptive-camouflage, as 
one, the group of rocketing Mandalorians shimmered out of sight. 


FtF V FtF 


They landed at their destination shortly after nightfall, the rock 
formation that contained the abandoned Kyr'tsad base practically 
indistinguishable from the ones surrounding it. 


With one very obvious difference. 


Apparently Korkie Kryze wasn't the only one to remember the 
location of the abandoned base. 


"Why can't anything ever be simple?" Doran groaned softly. 


Littering the landscape around the entrance to the base was a 
plethora of Mandalorian corpses, all of the Kyr'tsad variety. From 
their injuries and states of dismemberment, they had not been 
killed by the Yuuzhan Vong. Which meant that Boba Fett's elite 
commandos-in-training, and possibly Boba Fett himself, were 
present. Scanning the nearest bodies, Abiik had apparently survived 
his brush with the jungle predators, only to be gunned down along 
with the survivors of his clan. 


The combined forces of Clan Kryze, Gedyc, and 'Vizsla' quickly 
brought their weapons to bear and searched their surroundings. 


Tracyn made a gesture, and four of her people took point, carefully 
stepping over the bodies of their comrades. They had nearly made it 


to the entrance of a cave, when a beeping sound emitted from 
beneath one of the corpses. The four looked down in alarm, and a 
split second later, an anti-personnel mine eviscerated them. Blaster 
and plasma fire began to rain down from the higher elevations of 
the rocky tower. Several more of Gedyc's people went down, as well 
as one of Kryze's. 


Counter-fire was swiftly sent back as half of the Kyr'tsad 
Mandalorians took to the air while the others advanced towards the 
cave. One of Boba Fett's people was hit and toppled from his perch. 
A jetpack missile fired by a Kryze Mandalorian sent two more 
tumbling out of the rocky spire. 


An airburst missile fired by the Ori'ramikade-recruit side downed 
two more Gedyc Mandalorians in retaliation. Three other recruits 
firing at the approaching force with lethal accuracy. 


But the Kyr'tsad Mandalorians pressed forward, suppressing the 
other side with overwhelming firepower. Eventually, two surviving 
recruits had enough and abandoned their positions, activating their 
own jetpacks and flying away from the fight. One of them held out 
a detonator and pressed the button. Another ring of charges ignited, 
and the rocky spire began crashing down. 


When the dust settled and all was quiet once more, the survivors of 
the ambush and blast began to stir. 


"Alright Doran, the rest of you guys?" Tracyn managed, her black 
armor matted with gray dust. 


"Yeah, somehow," Doran answered, once again surprised by his lack 
of a need for a bacta tank. 


"Sound off," Korkie Kryze said aloud, tearing off his ruined helmet 
to reveal an aged and gray-haired Mandalorian whose eyes had seen 
too much. 


"Still here," Soniee coughed, groaning in pain as she did. "For now 
anyways." 


Doran looked up to see that the woman was pinned beneath a very 
large rocky slab. 


"Soniee!" Korkie waded through the debris, followed by Lagos. 


"Guess I'm heading onto my final march," Soniee wheezed as Korkie 


removed her helmet. 


"You're not dead yet, old woman," Korkie began to pull out a 
medkit. 


"Kork...I've lived for over six decades, I know what fatal injuries 
look like. Now I know what they feel like." 


Doran battled inwardly with himself. Those around him were 
hardly allies of the Jedi, but if he did nothing... 


"Don't do it, don't do it, don't do it," Doran breathed under his 
breath. But as he felt Soniee grow even weaker, he closed his eyes. 
"Aw damn it..." 


He quickly hurried over towards the Clan Kryze trio. Dinua and 
Jintar must have understood his intensions because they drew their 
blasters and casually aimed them at Tracyn's recovering troopers. 


"I can save her," Doran said hastily to Korkie. Truthfully, he wasn't 
sure that he could. But at the same time, he wouldn't be able to 
forgive himself if he didn't. 


"You?" Korkie said suspiciously. 


Lagos held out a blaster, decidedly untrusting of his presence. 
"You're Vizsla's pawn." 


"Lighten up, Kork, Lagos," Soniee managed, her eyes fluttering close 
from pain. "He's an undercover Jedi planning to bring about the 
downfall of Kyr'tsad." 


"What she said, now let me help!" Doran could feel Soniee growing 
weaker by the second and knew he didn't have any time to argue. 
When neither Korkie nor Lagos moved away from their childhood 
friend, Doran made an annoyed sound and used the Force to stagger 
the both of them away. Before either recovered, he then held out 
his hand and began to levitate the giant rock off of the fallen 
Mandalorian. 


"Jetii!" 


Despite the situation, Doran couldn't help but find that the Yuuzhan 
Vong pronunciation had been closer to the Basic than the Mando'a. 


"Yeah, yeah, I'm a big scary Jetii trying to save a life. Shocking 


right? Blast me later," Doran was too full of adrenaline to be afraid. 
The internal bleeding the giant rock had kept at bay was now free 
to flow without the rock's added pressure. 


"Ky'rtsad, moti daab," Tracyn barked in the background, ordering her 
people to stand down. 


Doran tuned them out. He was no medic, but at the same time, he 
had also learned several very esoteric ways of keeping someone 
alive...provided he could implement them before they passed. He 
held out a hand and began to slow Soniee's vital functions. Her 
heart, which had been frantically beating to make up for the 
increasing loss of blood, went from over a hundred and fifty beats 
per minute to a little over a dozen. Blood flow slowed, organs began 
to enter into a quasi-stasis. Though he couldn't do anything about 
the amount of blood that had escaped their veins within her, he 
could still use the Force to mend the veins in a temporary patch. 


The minutes stretched on, with Clan Kryze and Clan Gedyc pointing 
blasters at him, and Dinua, Jintar, Hera, Ram, and Ghes pointing 
their weapons at both sides. 


"Okay," Doran finally exhaled. "I have her stable...kind of?" 
"Kind of?" Korkie knelt down next to Soniee and felt for a pulse. 


"She's in a medically-induced coma, and I'm using the Force to hold 
a torn artery together. In fact, it's the only thing that's holding it 
together. I have to stay focused on it because if I don't, she'll bleed 
out really, really fast." 


"So I guess killing you is out of the question?" Lagos said coolly. 


"It'd really ruin my already really bad day...and get your friend 
killed, so yup." 


"And you'd be dead before you pulled that trigger," Dinua said in a 
tone that matched the older woman, one of her plasma pistols 
trained on the Kryze matriarch. 


"But, we're all on the same side, so no one is killing anyone, right?" 
Hera spoke up quickly, gazing back and forth between the two 
Overlords. 


Tracyn turned back around to see her people still had their weapons 
up. "I said stand down!" 


"Overlord Gedyc, that Vizsla is a Jetii-scum!" one of the 
Mandalorians protested. 


Tracyn immediately raised her blaster and fired off a round. The 
Mandalorian collapsed to the ground, a semi-circle hole left in the 
visor of his helmet. "I am Overlord of Clan Gedyc. You will lower 
your weapons, now!" 


The remaining survivors did as told. 


"Clan Kryze, weapons down," Korkie said hoarsely, tension leaving 
his shoulders as he felt a very faint pulse. 


Doran let out a sigh of relief as the last weapon was de-energized 
and holstered. "You Mandalorians are way too trigger-happy." 


"Says a Jedi," sneered one of Tracyn's people. 


"Think, Muscles," Doran glared at the man. "The person I'm keeping 
alive is important to Clan Kryze. Kill me, she dies, then Kryze blasts 
Gedyc and the only Kyr'tsad of any strength left would be Vizsla. 
Wait, what am I saying, I'm part of Vizsla. Go ahead, kill me. It'll 
make my clan all the stronger." 


"No one is killing anyone," Hera repeated. "We're all Kyr'tsad, 
regardless of our clan or past. Our main goal right now is to get off 
this planet. We came to this place because there's supposed to be 
some old ships inside. I don't know if Boba Fett's people disabled 
them or not, but if they did, we have an even longer trip to his 
shuttle. So let's forget we're different clans at the moment and save 
our blasterbolts for the Vongese." 


"Well spoken," Korkie tilted his head in ascent. "Overlord Gedyc?" 


"I can be civil when needed," Tracyn's lips tugged upwards in a 
smile. "Very well, representative of Clan Vizsla, we have an accord." 


"T'll wait out here with Soniee," Doran said. "If there's a ship inside, 
let me know. Otherwise you'll have to carry both me and her to our 
next location. I can't rocket around and keep her stabilized at the 
same time." 


"We'll cross that bridge when we get to it," Korkie nodded. 


Doran remained where he was as the Mandalorians around him 
formed a camp with a loose perimeter and checked up on the 


vessels that were supposedly stashed inside the abandoned 
stronghold. He kept focused on the downed Kryze follower, her 
older age making it harder for him to keep her vitals stable. Even if 
she was in near-stasis thanks to the Force, she was still slowly but 
surely dying. He didn't even want to think about the repercussions 
if Soniee suddenly decided to stop living on his watch. 


"Situation is not great," Lagos returned to the main group nearly a 
half-hour later. "All the ships were scuttled, probably by Fett's 
people." 


"Walking over two hundred kilometers is not going to be easy if we 
have to support Vizsla's Jedi and Soniee," another Kryze 
Mandalorian said gruffly. 


"Not when we have Vongese flying about in orbit," a clan Gedyc 
Mandalorian agreed. 

"I said the situation was not great, not 'hopeless," Lagos corrected. 
"Though none of the ships are space-worthy, I think we can salvage 
enough to make a land-skimmer or something along those lines. It'll 
take us the better part of the night and probably stretch into 
morning so we should camp here." 


"Understood," Korkie nodded in agreement. 
"And Soniee?" Lagos glanced to her downed friend. 


"Still alive," Doran answered, his eyes closed in meditation. "The 
land-skimmer will definitely help. The sooner we get her to a bacta 
tank the better." 


"Clan Vizsla's mouth-piece is already organizing the mechanically 
minded of our group to create it," Lagos replied coolly. "I never 
thought I'd see the day where our people were working hand-in- 
hand with Vizsla and Gedyc. It's a shame Soniee isn't awake, she'd 
most definitely help with the wiring of our land-skimmer." 


"With Fett's ship being the only functional one on this planet, he'll 
have to know we're heading for it next," Korkie said grimly. "Any 
bit of time will definitely help, but we probably should have been at 
his ship yesterday." 

"There is one other option," Hera entered the main camp. 


"And that is?" Lagos arched an eyebrow. 


"The Yuuzhan Vong have plenty of ships," Hera gestured to the sky. 
"We can consider it a backup plan in case Fett's already left the 
planet." 


"They may have plenty of ships, but I've never piloted one of them 
before," Lagos pointed out. "From what I understand, it's a neural- 
kinetic interface." 


"We have one of them pilot the ship for us," Tracyn added to the 
conversation, likewise entering the camp. "But like Vizsla said, it's 
our back-up, back-up plan. I also want to get to Fett's ship, if only 
because of how crazy stealing his ship would be." 


"Either way, we're going to have a very eventful day tomorrow," 
Korkie ran a hand through his gray hair. "Let's get some rest. No 
sense getting killed because we were half asleep and too stupid too 
dodge a plasma bolt." 


FtF VI FtF 


It wasn't that Doran was too stupid to dodge, it was just that he was 
in a trance to keep another person alive and couldn't exactly afford 
the concentration or reaction time needed to do such a feat of 
athleticism. The crackle of a plasma rifle sounded across the vast 
swampy plain as an Oriramikad sniper fired at the top of the 
makeshift land-skimmer. Doran felt the danger, but at the same 
time couldn't do anything about it. Soniee continued to grow 
weaker and it was taking all of his focus to sustain the parts of her 
body that were shutting down. He clenched his teeth, fully 
expecting the impact of a super-heated metal slug. He heard the 
round hit and flinched, but frowned when he felt no pain. 


What he hadn't counted on was Dinua to do something very...him— 
see heroically dumb. 


"Jeban!" Doran heard Jintar yell out as cries of 'sniper' went up all 
around them. 


Doran cracked an eye open to see Dinua on the deck in front of 
him, a charred hole in the armor plating that had protected her 
stomach. The round had blown through the beskar metal and 
entered her body in what had to be an excruciating gut-shot. 
Fortunately or not, the impact and pain had turned Dinua into an 
unconscious, limp heap right in front of Doran. Paling considerably, 
Doran drew upon his reserves and likewise latched onto Dinua's 
flagging life-signs. 


The sniper fired again, picking off one of the Kryze Mandalorians 
who had been jetpacking alongside the land-skimmer. A second 
later, another crackle echoed. 


"Got him," Ram Zerimar said grimly. 


Despite the success, Doran found himself panicking. He was fast 
running out of strength keeping both Soniee and Dinua alive. The 
plasma slug that had entered Dinua had done a number on her 
insides and stopped just short of shattering her spinal column. If it 
hadn't been for her armor, the round would have ripped her in half. 
Needless to say, she needed a bacta tank too. 


But he couldn't just stop and let Soniee die...but he couldn't let 
Dinua die either. 


"No," Doran whispered hoarsely, desperately pulling on the Force as 
he tried to sustain both of them. 


Hera Wren landed on the land-skimmer and quickly made her way 
over to Doran, placing a reassuring hand on his shoulder. "Easy, 
Esti. I've got your back, little brother. You focus on Jeban, I'll take 
care of Kryze's Mando." 


"Thought you weren't a Jedi," Doran said, unable to describe the 
relief that poured through him as he coordinated a hand-off to the 
older teen. 


"I'm not," Hera grinned behind her helmet as she sat down next to 
him. "I'm just a Mando with freaky-cool powers. Now I have no idea 
how you were keeping that stasis up, so meld with me and walk me 
through it." 


"Another one!?" A Mandalorian in the background said in disbelief. 
"How the frak does Clan Vizsla have two Jetii working for them?" 


They obviously weren't listening, Doran thought to Hera. 

It's the helmets, they make hearing and shooting blasters hard. 

Doran smiled, his shoulders sagging as Hera shared her own 
impressive Force-potential with him. He refocused his efforts on 
Dinua's injuries, all the while letting Hera root through his mind so 
she had a basic understanding of how to keep Soniee alive. 


"We have incoming," a voice filled with dread wiped the smile from 


Doran's face. 


"Vongese," Jintar supplied in a low voice. "Looks like three troop 
transports and a squadron of fighters." 


"How far are we to Fett's shuttle?" Korkie called out to the front of 
the land-skimmer, putting on his helmet. 


"Still an hour out," Lagos answered back. "And we have a new 
problem." 


"Wha...oh..." 


Jintar swore. "We have the rest of the Oriramikade gearing up in 
front of us." 


"Korkie, orders?" Lagos asked. 

"Head straight for the Oriramikade, full throttle." 

"The Vongese will be on us before we reach Fett's people," Tracyn said 
over the comm. "My people and I will try to buy as much time as we 


can." 


"Let's hope the Vongese can't tell the difference between the good 
and the bad Mandalorians," Jintar muttered. 


Doran afforded a brief glance to his friend. "Hey, Jintar, which ones 
are we?" 


"What?" 

"The good or the bad Mandalorians?" 

"Now is not the time to go philosophical, Doran," Jintar grumbled, 
hefting his blaster. "Besides, the likelihood of the Vongese shooting 


at both of us makes it a pointless argument." 


"For the Mandalorian Empire Reborn!" The surviving members of Clan 
Gedyc's Mandalorians bellowed. 


"Clan Kryze, focus on the Ori'ramikade," Korkie directed. "Hold your 
fire until my command." 


The land-skimmer zipped across the ground as its jury-rigged 
repulsor system was pushed to the max. The Yuuzhan Vong forces 


continued to close in, as did Boba Fett's supercommandos. 


Tracyn led her people in a suicidal charge against the incoming 
alien force, twisting and dodging as the coralskippers and transports 
unleashed a barrage of plasma at them. In exchange, the Gedyc 
Mandalorians riddled the foreign vessels with plasma of their own. 
The aliens' void defenses flared to life, swallowing the attacks. But 
still Clan Gedyc fought on. Timing it right, they flew through 
closing voids to land on the transports and began to deliver damage 
at point-blank range. Unlike the makeshift vessels Boba Fett's 
people had torn through, however, these were military-grade 
vessels and they stayed intact. 


Yuuzhan Vong began to climb out of their transports and onto the 
roof of their vehicles. It began a deadly battle of hand-to-hand and 
melee combat. Amphistaffs and coufee clashed with wrist-blades 
and vibroweapons. The Yuuzhan Vong's plasma rifles were also 
brought to bear against the Mandalorians' own projectile weapons. 


The fight started off even at first, but the Yuuzhan Vong continued 
to pour out of their transports. One Gedyc Mandalorian was caught 
from behind, an amphistaff wrapping around his neck and 
decapitating him. Another was impaled by a thrown amphistaff, 
while a third was stabbed through the body of a dying Yuuzhan 
Vong warrior. 


The Mandalorians, though badly outnumbered, took many with 
them on their journey to their last march. Several Yuuzhan Vong 
were riddled with plasma as they emerged from one of the many 
hatches on the ship. The very effective suppressing fire only ended 
when the Mandalorian ran out of ammo and had to resort to using 
his side-arm. Another group was caught in a thermal detonator 
blast that tore a large chunk out of the transport. The Mandalorian 
responsible for that destruction was taken out by a razor bug to the 
head. A Mandalorian skilled in blade combat took down five 
warriors before he received his first injury, and then several more 
before he was taken down for good. 


Tracyn herself was a flurry of motion as Yuuzhan Vong began to 
close in on her. The barrels of her two plasma pistols were glowing 
as she fired round after round. When the Yuuzhan Vong got too 
close, energy bayonets emerged from the pistols and she used them 
to stab a warrior who had grabbed onto her from behind. Another 
grabbed her, and then another. She released her jetpack and rolled 
away so that it was all the warriors were holding. She then sprang 
up and fired a well-placed shot right at her jetpack. The small blast 


ripped apart the cluster of warriors and gave her a small reprieve. 
But she was now on top of an alien dropship without any viable 
means of escape. All around her her soldiers continued to fall. 


A Yuuzhan Vong plasma round hit her from behind, spinning her 
around and dropping her to the ground. She played dead, letting 
the warrior get closer before drilling him with a plasma round of 
her own. But now she had one very limp arm to go with her 
problems. More warriors closed in, but Tracyn refused to yield. She 
snagged an assault rifle by the corpse of one of her fallen soldiers 
and opened up with it. Several amphistaffs whistled towards her 
and she acrobatically dodged them. 


"Gedyc, we've engaged the Ori'ramikade, fall back," Korkie Kryze's 
voice sounded over the comms. 


Tracyn flipped back towards another Mandalorian corpse and 
reappropriated his jetpack. She tapped her comm as she began to 
rocket away. "Clan Gedyc, return to the land-skimmer!" 


The danger wasn't over. Away from the transports, the last of Clan 
Gedyc's forces had to once again worry about the coralskippers and 
the transports' guns. Two more escaping Mandalorians were felled 
by the powerful weaponry before they managed to get clear. 


Tracyn landed onto the land-skimmer along with the seven others 
who had survived. But they scarcely had time to rest. Boba Fett's 
people were pulling out all the stops as they jetpacked around the 
land-skimmer, riddling it with deadly projectiles and then flitting 
off to fight Korkie's people in the air. 


"How are we doing?" Tracyn yelled over the fight, picking off a 
Supercommando recruit in mid-flight. 


"They've hit the engines so we're slowing," Lagos furiously piloted 
the makeshift vehicle to avoid an anti-vehicle missile. "Fett's shuttle 
is still ten minutes off at this rate. Longer if we go any slower." 


"The Vongese are about to be on us, so hang tight," Tracyn warned. 
"Wonderful." 

And then the Yuuzhan Vong were on them, not discriminating at all 
against friend or non-friendly Mandalorians. A trio of Ori'ramikade 


recruits was annihilated by a missile fired by a coralskipper. A 
Kryze Mandalorian disappeared in a plasma barrage delivered by 


one of the transports. One of Gedyc's people had his body shredded 
when he got too close to an opening void-defense singularity. 


A part of the land-skimmer exploded when a coralskipper 
performed a strafing fly-by. One piece flew out and struck Jintar, 
who had been on the deck trying to cover Doran and Hera. 


"Great, thanks a lot Jintar," Doran gritted his teeth, expanding his 
and Hera's coverage to include his friend now with a metal 
fragment lodged in his chest. 


Another explosion and Ram and Ghes were blown off their perch on 
the land-skimmer along with two other Kryze Mandalorians. The 
four landed in unconscious heaps on the flaming vehicle. 


"Forget ten minutes, we're not going to last longer than ten seconds 
like this!" Lagos yelled. 


Doran performed a quick mental count of their numbers. Not 
including Tracyn, her group was down to its final four survivors. He 
and Hera were the only conscious members of Vizsla. And Clan 
Kyze now had five combat-able Mandalorians left. He had to agree 
with Lagos' assessment. 


"Lagos, drive the land-skimmer into the ground!" Doran yelled in a 
strained voice. 


"Already doing that, kid!" 


The impact happened seconds later, the entire land-skimmer 
shuddering and finally falling apart as it met its end. The controlled 
crash allowed Lagos to preserve the lives of everyone on board, and 
at the same time flipping the skimmer over to hide their bodies. 
Tracyn, Korkie, and the survivors who had been jetpacking around 
likewise went to ground, using the giant cloud of dust and smoke 
the land-skimmer had kicked up to hide their movements. 
Meanwhile, the Ori'ramikade recruits took off in a flash with the 
Yuuzhan Vong close behind them. 


The sounds of fighting faded off into the distance, the cloud of dust 
slowly settling as the late afternoon sun baked the battleground. 


The first survivors of the crash emerged from the wreck, exhausted 
and weak. But as the sun glinted off an object in the distance, their 
hopes flared. Sitting not too far away, unscathed and abandoned 
during the heat of the battle was a prestine Mandalorian shuttle 


formerly owned by one Boba Fett. 
Now about to be reappropriated by Death Watch. 
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"Not funny," Dinua's disgruntled voice came back slightly tinny due 
to the old speaker system on the bacta tank she was now floating in. 


"It really isn't," Ghes grumbled, in a tank of his own. 


"Ah, let him have his laughs," Jintar said mirthfully, his voice 
similarly distorted. "I can see the humor in it. When was the last 
mission we went on where he didn't end up in a bacta tank?" 


"I still don't see how he managed to avoid a dip," Ram said, 
bemused and bobbing in yet another tank. Though he had survived 
the crashlanding on the planet unscathed, the land-skimmer 
crashing had dropped a heavy piece of debris onto him. 


"The Force is annoyingly strong with him," Hera pouted, an arm in 
a sling. 


"At least we don't have to worry about him not-living," Tracyn said 
perkily, her upper torso swathed in bacta bandages. "For once he's 
in better shape than the rest of us." 


On Tracyn's old Mandalorian battleship, the group was now headed 
back to Concord Dawn so that the survivors of Clan Kryze's 
expedition could link up with the rest of their group. Soniee 
occupied another bacta tank in the med-bay, surrounded by Korkie, 
Lagos, and the few others of their clan. 


Doran couldn't help but feel a sense of accomplishment, despite the 
fact that most of his friends were now in bacta tanks recovering 
from near-fatal injuries. Tracyn had wanted to cut out the 
‘cancerous’ portion of Kyr'tsad and rid her clan of its own zealots. 
The crazy plan he had developed with Beviin had succeeded 
spectacularly inthat regard. He had also wanted to survive the said 
crazy plan, along with his friends. That had also been accomplished. 
Now Verde Vizsla and Tracyn were free to mold Kyr'tsad into an 
organization that was less about terrorizing the people of their 
homeworld and more about creating a future for them. 


"Overlords!" A harried messenger sprinted into the med-bay, and 
both Tracyn and Korkie looked to the young Mandalorian with 


raised eyebrows. Hera did as well, folding her arms in front of her 
as she read the man through the Force. 


"Relax," Tracyn held out a hand. "Deep breath. Good. Now, what do 
you have to report?" 


"It's Overlord Viba!" 


"What?" Tracyn said blankly. "He died on his ship. We all saw it 
blow up." 


"He's still alive," the messenger shook his head and held out a mini- 
holo projector. "He sent out a message over the Kyr'tsad secure 
channel for all survivors to return to Concord Dawn." 


"Play it," Korkie directed. 


A holographic image of the Overlord appeared. "Kyr'tsad, we have 
been victims of treason beyond excuse! The members of Clan 
Vizsla conspired with Mand‘alor himself to destroy us all. I call 
upon everyone who has survived this act to return to Concord 
Dawn where we will settle this matter once and for all! Verde 
Vizsla, I know youre receiving this message as well! You are an 
honorless coward who would backstab your own brothers and 
sisters! Meet me on the planet and we will settle this like 
Mandalorians! If you do not show, all will know the cowardice of 
Vizsla and forever will your clan name be rubbed into the dirt 
where it belongs!" 


"Out of everyone to survive, it had to be the most annoying one," 
Doran groaned. 


"There's more," the messenger swallowed. He flicked a switch on the 
side of the projector and Viba's image was replaced by Verde 
Vizsla's. 


"Overlord Viba, I accept your challenge and deny the charges 
against my clan. You are the traitor who sold us out and I have 
proof. Once I have spit on your corpse, all Kyr'tsad will know the 
truth of this matter! I will see you on Concord Dawn and will end 
the pathetic stain upon Kyr'tsad that you are." 


"Oh osik," Hera blinked wildly. "There's no way she can't not 
respond." 


"It's a trap," Korkie said emotionlessly. 


Eyes looked to the veteran soldier. 
"Trap?" Hera repeated. 


"I have little doubt that Overlrod Viba truly did die on his ship. 
Whoever sold us out intended for Zanbar to be our grave. But the 
one Overlord who was not present at the conclave, Verde Vizsla, 
was absent. What better way to finish off the leadership of Kyr'tsad 
than by drawing out the last leader into a battle with odds stacked 
against her." 


"Okay, great, it's a trap. The question is, are we going to do 
anything about it?" Doran vocalized. All eyes turned to him, some 
incredulously. "What? I get that you guys are Clan Kryze, owners of 
the coolest Mandalorian armor I've seen. Her group is Clan Gedyc, 
guys that are sneaky and amoral." 


"Hey!" 
"No offense," Doran added belatedly to Tracyn. 


"Clan Vizsla is still Kyr'tsad," Hera jumped in. "Just like Gedyc and 
Kryze. What better way to show the galaxy we're united than by 
watching each other's backs?" 


"Right," Doran grinned. "You might be different clans but you have 
many things in common. I mean, you guys all are history-buffs, 
marching around in million-credit ancient suits of armor, blowing 
things up, trying to make your planet better, annoying the rest of 
Mandalore. Wouldn't it be more fun if there were more people 
doing it with you?" 


"Dikut, stop talking," Dinua groaned from inside her bacta tank. 


"Clan Kryze took heavy losses, irreplaceable losses, escaping 
Zanbar," Korkie said gravely. "Our clan was never as big as Vizsla or 
Gedyc. The number of capable fighters left, of those who want to 
fight, are barely more than what you see in this room. If we were to 
go into battle again, Clan Kryze would be without its leadership and 
security." 


"We've also taken heavy losses," Tracyn said, giving Doran a look he 
didn't recognize. "I lost almost all my best people on that planet. 
Everyone else is either green or needed to make sure Vizsla doesn't 
take advantage of our weakened state." 


"So...what?" Doran frowned. "You're just going to let Vizsla get 
ambushed? What happened to that other thing you had going on?" 


"I have to think of my people first, Doran," Tracyn exhaled. 
"But...?" Doran prompted, glaring at her. 


"But I know that if I don't agree to help, you'll go anyway and 
probably get yourself killed," Tracyn returned his glare. 


"There's no doubt," Jintar supplied glibly. 
"Foregone conclusion," Ram added. 

"No one is that lucky," Ghes agreed. 
"Definitely not an option," Dinua summed up. 


"Hush, people who can't avoid potentially fatal injuries don't have a 
say in this," Doran said to the commentators. 


"Using your logic, little brother, that includes you too." 


"You did spend time as a droid because your body was pretty much 
dead," Tracyn added. 


"So you'll help?" 


'T'll help," Tracyn nodded once. "But only me and the ones who 
made it off Zanbar." 


Doran couldn't help but grimace at the cold-hearted logic that went 
into that choice. "Great...Overlord Kryze, I'd really appreciate any 
help you can spare." 


"Fighting the Protectorate is not something my clan does," Korkie 
shook his head. "The only reason why we engaged the Ori'ramikade 
was for self-defense. We came to Zanbar in the first place so that we 
would have a voice in any new Mandalorian government should the 
mission to assassinate Boba Fett succeed. I said it at the beginning 
of the conclave. Fighting the Protectorate is a self-defeating tactic. 
The more we fight, the more Mandalorian lives are lost and the 
more Manda'yaim turns against our cause." 


"Overlord Kryze," Hera cut in before Doran could argue. "Don't you 
think you're being a bit short-sighted?" 


Her raised voice had caught the attention of the other Clan Kryze 
members and tensions went up. 


"How so?" Rather than insulted, Korkie seemed amused. 


"Boba Fett and the rest of the Protectorate won't differentiate 
between you and Gedyc or Vizsla any more than the Yuuzhan Vong 
did the Protectorate and us. Just like the Vong saw us as all 
Mandalorian, the Protectorate will see us as all Kyr'tsad. If we stand 
apart from each other, we'll be easy pickings. But if Gedyc, Vizsla, 
and Kryze unite to form a united Kyr'tsad front, it will give the 
Protectorate a good reason to not come after us in the future. In a 
way, going to Concord Dawn will still be a defensive fight. We're 
fighting so that the Kyr'tsad dream can continue, not so our 
individual clans can putter about on backwater worlds outside of 
the law." 


"You... have a point." 


Doran saw Tracyn's face change expressions for a fraction of a 
second, felt her mood shift as well. He frowned inwardly at the 
myriad of emotions in that moment. Regret, guilt, anger, sorrow, all 
directed towards Hera for some reason. But by the time he focused 
on it, the small blonde teen was her usual weary, yet upbeat self. 
"Trac...Overlord Gedyc?" He caught himself. 


"I didn't think Kyr'tsad could be united so soon," Tracyn smiled 
faintly. "Even with the loss of the other factions, it looks like some 
good will still come out of it." 


"She has a point," Korkie said slowly. "But I still will not risk any 
more of my clan. I will be going alone." 


"Alone, with me," Lagos interrupted darkly. 


"The clan needs one strong leader, Lagos," Korkie shook his head at 
his wife. "If things go wrong..." 


"Then you will need me at your side to get you out of it. Especially 
with Soniee in bacta," Lagos approached the group. "Soniee's son is 
strong enough to take over the clan. He has the support of the 
others and is of similar mind to Vizsla pawn and Gedyc. Any 
alliance you create with their clans will be honored by him." 


"You do know that we are unlikely to survive this," Korkie arched a 
silver eyebrow at his wife. 


"Then we'll go out like all good Mandalorians should," Lagos 
returned, placing a hand on her husband's arm. "Guns blazing and 
making our enemies regret the day they crossed our path." 


Upon hearing that, Doran sighed in resignation. "You guys 
definitely need better retirement plans." 


"We've been fighting all our lives," Lagos looked to him coolly. "Do 
you suggest we just lie down and wait for death to claim us? 
Everyone dies, so no battle with death can be won. The next best 
alternative is going out the way you want to and taking any poor 
fool who's dumb enough to challenge you down with you." 


"You heard my wife, we're in," Korkie said to Hera and Tracyn. 
"May our last stand against the Protectorate be the birth of a 
Kyr'tsad that will make Manda'yaim the place we have dreamed of." 


"We're not dead yet," Tracyn's eyes glimmered as she tilted her head 
in acknowledgment. 


"Better idea," Hera interjected. "Let's stay alive so we can see that 
Manda'yaim we've dreamed of. Dying for your dreams is one thing, 
but living them...so much better." 


"I second that," Doran said, grateful that Hera at least wasn't full 
Mando-crazy. 


Tracyn nodded once and turned back to the forgotten messenger. 
"Tell the crew to prepare for battle and set course for Concord 
Dawn." 


"Yes, Overlord Gedyc." 


Korkie clapped his hands together. "Oya, Kyr'tsad, ib'tuur jatne tuur 
ash'ad kyr'amur. Lets make our names echo in the halls of glory." 


FtF Chapter End FtF 
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Glory or not, Doran briefly wondered—not for the first time—if he 
was in way over his head. Supporting a group of 'terrorist' against a 
militarized government wasn't exactly a choice conducive to a long 
and happy life. Then again, he had given his word that he would 
help Tracyn. Sometimes he wondered if that 'Jedi' mentality his 
mom had instilled on him was a disservice. After all, what mom 
would say ‘it's okay to get yourself killed, so long as you're helping 
your friends and making the galaxy a better place’. 


Aside from his, anyways. 
And maybe the Solos’. 


Doran's train of thought took him to the infamous/famous trio who 
had apparently disintegrated an asteroid with their mind and were 
at the very front of what was promising to be a very long 
intergalactic war. It made him think about what he was doing and 
why he was playing politics with a group of people who couldn't 
care less about the rest of the galaxy. With the Solos, everything 
they did affected the entire galaxy. With him, everything he did 
seemed to either get him or his friends badly hurt. 


The shuttle they were in touched down on Concord Dawn's plateau 
and Doran automatically followed the others out. 


"Fall back to homebase," Tracyn said into her helmet comm as her 
four loyalists stood guard around her. "We don't need to risk the 
civies onboard." 


"By your command, Overlord Gedyc," the helmsman of her battleship 
acknowledged. 


"Overlord Gedyc, Overlord Kryze...Wren...this is a surprise," Verde 
Vizsla approached the group with several squads of her own people 
behind her. All around the plateau were soldiers of her clan, 
preparing for what looked like the battle-to-end-all-battles. 


"Overlord Vizsla," Tracyn tilted her head. "We're just as surprised to 
see you here." 


"Rumors were that the Protectorate killed all of you." 


"You know what they say about the Protectorate," Tracyn shrugged. 
"It seems it's true for the Vongese as well." 


"Good to know." 


Doran glanced to the others and then leaned over to Hera to 
whisper. "What do they say?" 


"The leadership is oribuyce, kih'kovid," Hera muttered back. "All 
helmet, no head." 


"What does that mean?" 


"It means," Verde answered, showing that Doran wasn't being as 
subtle as he thought. "That the leadership often speaks without 
thinking, acts forgetting that it'll be the subordinates who will pay 
the price. Overlord Kryze, your presence here surprises me the 
most." 

"Your representative helped me see the Kyr'tsad in a different light," 
Korkie said mildly. "I've discovered that stagnation does not look 
good on us." 


Verde's eyes flicked over to Tracyn for a brief moment, and the 
latter gave the smallest of nods. "We welcome your support then." 


"Any sign of Viba?" Lagos spoke up. 


"I assume that is why you are all here?" Verde answered. She 
pointed off into the distance. "My people have detected movement 
on the other side of that mountain-range. The three scouts I sent did 
not return. Viba has grown a pair for a move this bold." 


"We have reason to believe that Viba is dead and that this is a 
Protectorate trap," Hera shook her head. "His ship was crushed by 
the Vongese and no one could have possibly survived that blast." 


"And yet two Overlords and your group still came?" Verde seemed 
very taken aback. 


"As I said," Korkie placed a hand on Hera's shoulder. "Your 
representative has a way with words. If this is to be a new era, 
Kyr'tsad must unite. A threat to one of our clans is a threat to all." 


"I am glad I do not regret choosing you," Verde said to the other 
teen. 


"Me too," Hera quipped. 


"Although...that armor you wear seems to be different than the one 
I sent you out into the field with. You know, the family heirloom?" 


Hera grimaced and smiled sheepishly, self-consciously rubbing the 
simple durasteel set she was wearing. "Errr...I told you I was just 
fine with a standard set. The other one kind of got...broken." 


"We saved most of the pieces," Tracyn chuckled. "We'll reforge it 
when we have the time." 


"If this is the Protectorate, we're going to need a solid plan," Korkie 
interrupted, getting them back on topic. "It is doubtful Boba Fett 
will take any chances in allowing us to escape a second time." 


"You saw my ships in orbit," Verde gestured to the skies. "I have 
three attack squadrons and two frigates covering us. We can begin 
evacuations now." 


"Or not," Doran said, then realized what he said and swallowed. 
Sometimes he hated when the Force did that. All eyes turned to 
him. "Look, once we're in the ships, all our combat skills is not 
going to mean much. Sure Tracyn might have the last of her kick- 
ass commandos with her. And I bet your people aren't that bad 
either, Verde. But once we're inside a ship, that's not going to 
matter at all." 


"If I were Boba Fett, I'd time my attack for right when our transports 
are lifting off," Korkie agreed. "I have no doubt he has people 
looking for just that moment. For better or worse, we must engage 
his people on the ground first before we can leave this planet." 


"At the very least, then, we should get off this plateau," Hera 
motioned. "It's in the open and unprotected if Fett brings in his own 
air-support." 


"Where do you suggest?" Tracyn looked to the half-Jedi 
Mandalorian. 


"The canyons in this area," Hera pointed to the winding crevices 
that stretched out all around them. "I remember mom mentioning 
something about fighting on this planet once. Said that the quickest 


way to lose any pursuit is to go down into those canyons." 


"Once there we can set traps of our own," Verde said slowly, 
nodding once as she weighed the risks. "And wait for Fett's people 
to come to us." 


"I don't think we have to wait long," Doran breathed out, now 
welcoming the warning the Force was giving him. 


"Why do you say that?" Verde frowned. 


He pointed to the mountains behind her. "His people are on their 
way now." 


The group turned as one as swore, reaching for their weapons. Like 
a constellation of their own, the glow of hundreds of jetpacks 
illuminated the darkened sky of the ruined world. And like dark 
storm clouds behind them, a line of Pursuer-class ships trailed them 
at a sedate pace. Above them was a line of Agressor-class assault 
fighters. 


"Behind us," Hera warned softly, pointing in the opposite direction. 


The group followed her gesture. A half-dozen Firespray-class patrol 
crafts were homing in on their location, escorted by another group 
of Protectorate Mandalorians. 


"He brought the entire Mandalorian Protectorate with him," even 
Korkie seemed bemused by the numbers arrayed against them. 


"This is your one and only chance, Kyr'tsad. Lay down your weapons 
and surrender. If not, we will open fire. For the record, I really hope you 
don't surrender," came the broadcast from the lead Pursuer. 


"Scatter!" Verde yelled into her comm as the fighters buzzed over 
the plataeu. "Into the canyons!" 


Like a kicked-over ant-hive, the Mandalorians on the mesa all 
jetpacked off in dozens of different directions. 


"You trash just made my day!" the same voice laughed aloud, and the 
pilot began broadcasting fast, upbeat music through the external 
speakers of his ship. 


The Protectorate forces opened up with overwhelming fire- 
superiority, plasma and laser projectiles sterilizing the top of the 


mesa as the gunners and individual Mandalorians targeted the 
fleeing criminals. The Kyr'tsad forces didn't even bother returning 
fire as they took off as fast as their jetpacks would allow them to. 
Even then, it wasn't fast enough for some of them. 


Doran was just thanking the Force that no one else had tried to run 
in the same direction he had. He stayed low in the nearest crevice, 
waiting, listening as the sounds of battle stretched far and wide all 
around him. His heart was racing in his chest as he closed his eyes 
and wove the Force around him in a protective shroud. Even on 
Zanbar, being chased by Yuuzhan Vong, he hadn't been as 
unsettled. At least on Zanbar, it had been the bad guys, the alien 
invaders from another galaxy, trying to kill him. But here, here he 
was being chased by the good guys, the ones who are supposed to 
uphold the law and protect those that need it. 


Another lesson his mom had tried to instill in him as he grew up 
was to respect authority figures. Not blind respect, but he just 
couldn't shoot a police officer or security guard without clear 
evidence that the person in question deserved to be blasted. Jedi 
weren't supposed to be judge, jury, and executioner, especially if 
the person in the way was just doing what they were told. 


And now Doran somehow found himself on the opposite side of 
law-enforcement. Law—enforcement that had a legitimate right to be 
grumpy with him. Law-enforcement that more or less had the death 
penalty for every transgression. 


How do I find myself in these situations again? Doran thought to 
himself in distress. 


He heard the flare of jetpacks and pressed himself harder against 
the canyon wall. Seconds later a quartet of Mandalorian 
Protectorate troopers landed. 

"Doran Sarkin-Tainer?" One of them called out to the surroundings. 


Doran gaped at the Mandalorian. He recognized the voice as one of 
the instructors on Gargon. "Suvar?" 


Suvar Detta and those with him spun around with weapons raised. 
"Damn it kid, don't sneak up like that!" 


"Sorry," Doran flinched. 


"We're here to evac you and the others. You did good kid. When the 


day is over, Kyr'tsad won't be a threat anytime soon." 


"Getting Verde to come to Concord Dawn wasn't my idea." Doran 
emerged from behind the boulder he had been using. 


"No, it was Mand'alor's," Suvar shook his head. "He didn't want to 
leave Kyr'tsad in any condition to do anything effective. Not with 
the Vongese kicking New Republic shebse all over the galaxy. Better 
to eliminate all of them than worry about what they'll be doing 
during the war." 


"Dinua, Jintar, Ghes, and Ram are in bacta tanks on Tracyn Gedyc's 
flagship," Doran pointed out, his mind working overtime. "Killing 
her probably won't be too good for them." 


Suvar glanced to the three with him, then back to Doran. "Doran, 
you know we can't let her live. Even if she is your friend and a part 
of your aliit, she's chosen her side." 


"Then let me do it," Doran voiced, taking off his helmet and looking 
at the slat of Suvar's helmet. "Let me be the one to pull the trigger. 
She's my friend and I don't trust anyone else to make it clean and 
simple." 


"Goran will have our heads if we let you get involved in this any 
further." 


"I'm already involved," Doran pressed, gesturing all around them. "I 
was the one who brought Tracyn and Korkie here. I was the one 
that got the others wiped out on Zanbar. One more death...will it 
really matter?" 


Suvar released a slow breath, then cursed softly. "Fine." He pressed 
a hand to the side of his helmet to activate his comlink. "Anyone 
have eyes on Gedyc's Overlord?" 


"Currently in pursuit," a voice replied, the Mandalorian accent heavy. 
"That copikla just won't stay still long enough for us to get a clean shot! 
Already downed one of the Pursuers." 


"Transmit coordinates and we'll join up," Suvar said. He checked the 
datapad attached to his gauntlet and nodded. "Coordinates received. 
Happy hunting, brothers." 


Suvar then tossed the datapad to Doran. "Here." 


"What?" 


"We'll just tell Mand‘alor that we couldn't catch up with you in time 
to stop you from doing whatever it is you're going to be doing. We'll 
move on and try to extract Commander Wren." 


"Thank you." 


"Just do your duty to the Mandalorian people, kid. You have our 
comm, when you're done, give us a call and we'll get you off this 
planet," Suvar inclined his head. He then gestured and those with 
him joined him as they jetpacked back into the sky. 


Doran looked down to the datapad, watching as the blips that 
represented the group following Tracyn continued to move further 
and further away through the network of winding canyons. And 
somewhere out in front of that group of blips was his first 
Mandalorian friend. He closed his eyes, taking a moment to center 
himself. He knew that whatever was going to come next was up to 
the Force. 


Good or bad. 


Checking the charge of his plasma pistol and gazing about the 
darkened landscape of Concord Dawn one last time, he released a 
long breath. 


"Okay, Doran, let's do this without getting yourself or any of your 
friends killed. You can do that, right?" 


He holstered his plasma pistol, activated his jetpack, and rocketed 
off into the sky. 


FtF II FtF 


The fact that gunfights were still occurring across the ruined planet 
nearly two hours later was a testament to the Mandalorians' 'never- 
surrender' attitude. There was no doubt that the Protectorate Forces 
were gaining the upper hand, but the skill between both sides was 
equal. Only their superior numbers and air-support tipped the 
balance in the Protectorate's favor. 


Doran landed in another gorge and let his jetpack began its 
recharging cycle. From the number of bodies lying on the ground 
around him, he hadn't been the first to do so. He knew he was on 
the right track when he almost tripped over the empty and charred 


helmet of one of Tracyn's people. The small blast crater, just the 
right diameter for a thermal detonator popping off, explained where 
the rest of the body was and why there were so many other corpses 
in a ring around it. 


He took off his own helmet and wiped the sweat from his forehead 
even as the cool night air evaporated the sweat in record time. He 
knew he had to wait at least thirty minutes to get any reasonable 
flying time out of his jetpack. He held up the datapad Suvar had 
given him and saw that the large cluster of blips that had initially 
been following Tracyn was about half its size. The group had 
slowed considerably, meaning they were either on foot or wary for 
some kind of trap. The fact that they weren't returning was a good 
thing, it meant Tracyn was still alive. 


A weak groan right by his feet had Doran nearly test the inner 
lining of his armored pants. He quickly drew his blaster at the 
sound, eyes growing round when he realized that one of the 
Protectorate soldiers was still alive. He stared nonplussed for 
several long seconds as one of the downed Mandalorians stirred. 


The man was in bad shape, Doran could tell that much without the 
Force. On reflex, the young teen knelt down and helped the 
Mandalorian remove his helmet. Damage from the thermal 
detonator's concussion wave was left in the form of trickles of blood 
running out of the Mandalorian's nose and ears. Doran was 
surprised to find that the injured Mandalorian was closer to his and 
Tracyn's age. 


"Who...who..." the Mandalorian croaked, blood-shot eyes trying to 
focus on Doran. 


"My name is Doran Sarkin-Tainer," Doran mouthed, knowing the 
man couldn't hear him. He used the Force to try to calm the 
frightened teen. "You're going to be okay." 


Doran made a mental note not to say things unless he was really 
sure, and to curse the Force again. No sooner had he reassured the 
injured Mandalorian than he heard the sound of a jetpack cut off 
somewhere behind him. Thinking it was a Protectorate member, 
Doran turned to smile at the arrival. Seeing the sleek-black 
Mandalorian armor of a Gedyc Mandalorian had Doran groan 
inwardly. 


Especially when the Mandalorian was aiming a plasma rifle at him. 


"Vizsla-scum, you're helping the Protectorate?" 
"I'm helping a downed Mandalorian," Doran retorted. 


The Gedyc Mandalorian fired once, the round punching into the 
ruined chest plate of the injured Protectorate soldier and ending his 
life. Doran froze from where he was unwrapping a bacta bandage 
from his kit. He did his best to control his breathing even after 
annoyed rage began to fill him. "You did not have to do that!" 


"You don't tell me what to do, Vizsla aruetii! Should have suspected 
something when you used those Jedi powers on Kryze!" 


"You should have," Doran growled, staring at the dead Mandalorian 
he had been trying to help. He was fed up with the posturing, with 
the fear, with the short-sightedness, with the insanity. He stood and 
turned around, a hand extended. 


The Gedyc Mandalorian tried to pull the trigger on his plasma rifle, 
only to find that every one of his muscles seemed locked in place. 
He let out an angry yell of his own, trying to force his body to move 
by sheer will. 


Doran's brown eyes darkened considerably as he began to slowly 
walk towards the immobilized member of Kyr'tsad. "You think that 
killing everyone who disagrees with you will make the galaxy a 
better place? You think that killing the injured, the weak, the 
civilians and anyone else caught in the crossfire makes you strong? 
Makes you someone people will look back upon and say, 'remember 
Mr.Kyr'tsad, how he blew apart the chest of a kid a third his age? 
You remember, the kid who was already badly hurt and just wanted 
to go home to his family? Great guy that Mr.Kyr'tsad, wasn't he'?" 


Doran's hand slowly began to close into a fist, the plasma rifle 
warping and sparking as an invisible grip began to crush it far more 
effectively than any garbage compactor could. The rifle continued 
to crunch and twist, looking like it was rolling up into itself, until 
all the Mandalorian was left holding was its grip and a wadded up 
ball of metal atop it. 


"If I could do that to your blaster, Mr.Kyr'tsad," Doran whispered 
darkly, tears leaving his eyes. "What are you going to do to stop me 
from doing it to you?" 


"You're a Jedi, you wouldn't dare!" The Mandalorian blustered. 


"You seem to forget that even Jedi have their limits," Doran snarled 
right back at the man, coming up toe-to-toe with him and glaring at 
him through the man's visor. "That we're just living beings, capable 
of making a mistake...or deliberate act of cruelty of pushed to it." 


A snapping sound echoed in the enclosed canyon, followed by a 
guttural yell of pain. 


"That was just your arm," Doran spat. "Something so you can 
remember this day. A day when someone a lot more powerful than 
you had the chance to kill you and didn't. You want to know why?" 


The Mandalorian let out a string of curses, still frozen in place even 
though his outstretched arm was now bent in at least five different 
places, none of them where there were joints. 


"Because I don't kill the helpless," Doran answered for the man, 
lowering his hand. "No matter how deserving they might be, or 
what your Mandalorian code says about leaving enemies alive." 


The Mandalorian collapsed to his knees, clutching his shattered arm 
and breathing raggedly. "You'll die, Jedi-scum. The Mandalorian 
Empire is coming...it's coming and it will sweep you and all your 
friends and family to the side like insects!" 


Doran began to walk away and felt the danger spike in the Force. 
He dove forward, coming up on one knee as the Mandalorian fired 
two shots from a holdout blaster. Doran fired his own pistol as both 
incoming shots flew over the top of his head. The shrieking sound 
of his plasma pistol drowned out the previous two shots. 


When that split second was over, the Gedyc Mandalorian was 
looking down dumbly at the hand that had held his holdout 
weapon. Doran's shot had utterly destroyed the weapon, as well as 
the hand holding it. Doran got back to his feet and walked back 
over to the Mandalorian, placing the tip of his smoking blaster 
against the man's helmeted head. 


"Do it!" The Mandalorian snarled. "Go on, do it!" 

"I also don't kill people who are asking for it," Doran remarked. He 
removed the man's helmet and pistol-whipped him hard enough to 
knock him unconscious. "I'll need your jetpack though." 


Doran fished out a set of binders from his utility belt and bound the 
Kyr'tsad's legs together. With one hand destroyed, and the other 


useless because the arm was destroyed, the Kyr'tsad wasn't going to 
be a threat anytime soon. 


Doran then picked up his helmet and tapped the comm-frequency 
Suvar had given him. "Suvar, got a prisoner here that needs pick- 
up...and probably a bacta cast for his arm." 


"We've tagged your location. Protectorate forces will be there shortly." 


Doran didn't have to wait long before a quartet of Mandalorians 
backed by a Firespar patrol craft zoomed in over head. The lead 
Mandalorian in charge nodded approvingly at Doran. 


"Good. You should probably continue your mission. The team 
chasing Gedyc just reported to have cornered her." 


"On my way," Doran activated his reappropriated jetpack and took 
off into the air. He hadn't gone far when he heard a single weapon 
retort from the canyon he had just left. He knew without checking 
that the Kyr'tsad fighter was dead. 


"Kriffin' Mandalorians," Doran cursed under his breath, shaking his 
head in disgust. 


The sooner he could end this crazy nightmare, the better. 
FtF III FtF 


Tracking Tracyn was easy since she had had close to three-dozen 
people and three fightercraft chasing her all over the moon. So long 
as one of them was operational, Doran had a way to follow her 
movements. But as the chase stretched out, those three-dozen 
people had gradually been reduced in number. Three had fallen 
before the thermal-detonator-sacrifice by one of her die-hard 
loyalists had taken out another half-dozen. Shortly after he took to 
the air again, two of the fightercraft had been destroyed. How, 
Doran had no idea, but he had a sinking feeling that it involved 
another suicidal maneuver by one of Tracyn's surviving loyalists. 


Nevertheless, it had been another two hours before he had finally 
caught up. The dots representing Tracyn's pursuers having remained 
in the same place for that amount of time. Dots that had been 
reduced to just seven in number. He landed atop a small ledge as he 
heard a violent volley of blasterfire. Checking his datapad, that 
number was now five. He tapped his helmet and its HUD zoomed in 
on what looked like a massacre. The remains of the last fighter, as 


well as the bodies of many others littered a still active battlezone. 


His jaw dropped as he Tracyn, out of ammo, recklessly charged the 
remaining five. The maneuver caught them all off guard and their 
fire went wide. The nearest Protectorate trooper had been using a 
large rock as cover. Tracyn used her jetpack at the last moment to 
vault right over it. She landed behind the startled Mandalorian and 
used two vibroblades to cut right at the Mandalorian's femoral 
arteries. The trooper tried to shoot her, so she grabbed his 
outstretched arm and rammed one vibroblade into his armpit. 


Two others had used that time to try to flank her, opening fire with 
their plasma rifles. She used the dying Mandalorian's body as a 
shield, activating her jetpack and racing towards the shooters 
behind her morbid cover. When she was close enough, she used the 
momentum to toss the body into one of the two shooters. She 
dropped down low and swept out the legs of the second. Before he 
could get up, she drove her vibroblade straight through his visor, 
pinning his head to the ground. 


The last two Protectorate troopers riddled her general area with 
superheated plasma-slugs, one of them tossing a fragmentation 
grenade at the same time. Doran's heart tried to escape his chest in 
fear as Tracyn disappeared within the cloud of dust and debris. The 
two Protectorate troopers approached cautiously, one of them 
tapping the other on the shoulder and urging him forward. The 
‘volunteered’ trooper looked back at his buddy as if he was crazy 
and motioned for him to go first. 


It didn't matter. The shriek of a plasma rifle barking filled the air 
again, and both Protectorate Mandalorians fell like stringless 
puppets. 


The dust settled, and a bloodied and weakened Tracyn crawled out 
into the opening. She tossed the plasma rifle of one of the downed 
Mandalorians to the side, removed her helmet, and just collapsed, 

the slight rise and fall of her chest the only sign that she was alive. 


Doran thanked the Force for that much and quickly jetpacked down 
to her location, drawing his blaster as he did. He landed amid the 
cluster of bodies that lay sprawled out all around. His hand shook 
as the sheer scope of what had happened hit him. From the lack of 
a second black-armored Mandalorian in the area, Doran could only 
assume that Tracyn had just taken out nearly two-dozen 
Mandalorians by her lonesome. 


Two-dozen fracking Mandalorians. 


His hand still shook as he approached her, reality clashing with the 
image of her. He knew she could fight, knew that she was trained 
for combat like all Mandalorians were, but seeing this...His 
footsteps seemed overly loud as they crunched against the charred, 
rocky ground. Flames from a burning Agressor-class fighter 
illuminating the area. 


His target lay sprawled on the ground, both her legs hit multiple 
times by the plasma rounds. Her black armor was dented and 
charred by the fierce firefight that had unfolded, more 
blasterwounds riddling her body. A helmetless Tracyn looked up at 
him at his approach. A cut bled heavily from her forehead, soot 
covering her blond hair and pale face. She looked both frightened, 
but also resigned, as if understanding that everything she had 
fought for was about to end. 


Doran took off his helmet and smiled at her as her eyes widened in 
disbelief. He opened his mouth to say something, but then heard 
the sound of another jetpack behind him. 


"Good, she's the last of them," an Or'ramikad from the Protector unit 
sent by Boba Fett jumpjetted down next to Doran. He clapped a 
hand on Doran's shoulder. "You've proven your loyalty to the 
Mando'ade and to Mand‘alor himself." 


"Yeah, go team," Doran said faintly, unable to tear his gaze away 
from Tracyn's almost peaceful expression. 


The Mandalorian commando drew his own blaster pistol and 
stepped over Tracyn with gun extended. "The filth of Kyr'tsad 
cannot be allowed to ruin our reputation any further." 


The sound of his pistol charging stirred Doran from his thoughts. 
"Wait!" 


"What?" 


"She's...she's my friend. I should be the one to end her," Doran said 
hoarsely. In the distance, he could hear the sound of another blaster 
fight ringing and knew that another group of Kyr'tsad survivors had 
been tracked down. "It's my duty as a Mandalorian, right? To take 
care of my own problems for the good of Mandalore?" 


The super-commando inclined his head respectfully and holstered 


his blaster. "It is." 


Doran tried in vain to steady his shaking arm as he raised his 
blaster once more. He held her red and blue gaze as she stared back 
unflinchingly. "Tracyn Gedyc, for being a member of a terrorist 
organization responsible for the deaths of countless civilians and 
the destruction of Mandalorian property, for abandoning the 
Resol'nare and turning your back on Mandalore, I sentence you to 
death. Any last words?" 


"It's okay, Doran." Tracyn murmured softly, a kind, pained smile 
coming to her face. "I understand. This is the path I chose. I accept 
it and all the consequences. Thank you for your friendship. I'll wait 
for you on the other side." 


Doran exhaled sharply, swallowing and using his other hand to 
support his shaking one as he aimed at his target. 


The sound of a plasma pistol shrieking echoed in the rocky valley of 
Concord Dawn. 


And all fell silent. 


Doran allowed himself to breathe normally once more, his blaster 
smoking from the round it had discharged. 


"You missed," the Ori'ramikade said coolly, the ground next to 
Tracyn glowing from the plasma round that had hit it. 


"No I didn't," Doran turned to the man and threw away his blaster. 
"I'm giving the Protectorate and Clan Gedyc a chance to start fresh." 


"Doran, just do it!" Tracyn yelled at him, her peaceful countenance 
morphing into one of desperate panic. "If you don't, he'll have to kill 
you for being an ally to Kyr'tsad!" 


"She's right, you know," the Oriramikad held up his own blaster and 
aimed it straight at Doran's unhelmeted head. 


"Doran! Just kill me! I'm not worth dying over!" 


Doran smiled lopsidedly at her. "Shush, Mando-Ewoks shouldn't 
interrupt normal-sized people's conversations." 


"Damn it, Doran!" Tracyn yelled once more, struggling to rise, tears 
streaming out of her one good eye. Her eyes widened when she 


found herself unable to move. 


"So you admit to associating with Kyr'tsad scum?" the Ori'ramikad 
Mandalorian said darkly, his blaster charging. 


"I admit that I consider her a part of my aliit," Doran said with more 
calm than he felt. "And that she is my friend. But I said it before, 
Kyr'tsad, Protectorate, I don't know much about either, I don't really 
care. From what I've seen, they aren't that different from each other 
anyways. You kill Tracyn Gedyc and you turn her into a martyr, 
something for future generations of Kyr'tsad to use as an excuse to 
kill more Protectorate and civilians." 


"The penalty for associating with Kyr'tsad is death," the 
supercommando continued. 


"So the penalty for supporting one's aliit, for following one of the 
tenants of the Resol'nare, is death?" Doran countered. 


"You don't get to pick and choose which of the Resol'nare you 
follow," the Ori'ramikad countered. "Mand‘alor has a death-order out 
on anyone who is Kyr'tsad or supports them." 


"Then, I guess if you don't want someone else to kill you, you'll have 
to kill me too," Doran met the helmeted gaze unflinchingly. 


Time seemed to slow as the Ori'ramikad began to pull the trigger 
back. Doran never looked away, his own heart pounding loudly. 


And then. 
"Hold!" The command was firm and held great power. 


Both Doran and the supercommander looked towards the source of 
the voice. 


"Mand'alor!" The Ori'ramikad clasped a hand to his chest. 


"Boba Fett? Boba Fett?! Here!?" Doran blurted out in shock. 
Standing on either side of the canyon's edge were dozens of 
Mandalorian Protectors and Ori'ramikade. And at the forefront of it 
all was a single Mandalorian in very familiar green armor. On one 
side of him was Goran Beviin and on the other side was Ordo 
Skirata. "Kriff me!" 


Boba Fett, Ordo, Goran, and a few Oriramikade jumpjetted down to 


where the trio on the ground was. Suddenly Doran wasn't feeling at 
all confident or brave anymore. 


Boba Fett looked back up at the others. "Return to base and begin 
preparations to pull out. We've been here long enough." 


A chorus of acknowledgments followed and the Mandalorians above 
them all jetpacked away as one whole. 


During that time, Boba Fett examined the battlefield, saying 
nothing. 


"Mand'alor, we have the Kyr'tsad leader of the Gedyc faction. I was 
just about to execute her. This aruetii decided to support them after 
all and..." 


Boba Fett held up a hand. "You are dismissed, Lok. Join the others." 


"Yes...sir," the Oriramikad looked back uncertainly at Doran before 
taking to the air. 


"Doran, let me up, damn it!" Tracyn yelled, her voice finally getting 
through to Doran in his shocked state. 


Doran blinked and looked down at her badly injured form, then at 
her face in disbelief. "Okay, one. You have more injuries than all 
our friends in bacta combined at the moment. So no. Two, several 
shrapnel pieces in you are like micrometers away from cutting 
something vital, so definitely no. Three...well...I don't have a three, 
but I'll come up with something, and it'll make it a no so loud you'll 
go deaf!" 


"Doran, behind you," Tracyn swallowed, her blue eye dilating 
fearfully. 


Doran turned and found himself almost toe-to-toe with the leader of 
the Mandalorian Protectorate. "Errr...su'cuy?" 


"So you would be Doran Sarkin-Tainer. The Jedi kid whose parents 
dumped onto Goran's plate?" 


"Yes?" 
"You're not sure?" 


"I mean, yes, I am, sir. Sorry, sir. Please don't blast me, sir." 


"Why would I blast you?" 
"It's what you do?" 


Boba Fett let out a dry snort, shaking his head. "There's no bounty 
on you kid. You're safe." 


"But didn't the Yuuzhan Vong put a bounty on all..." 
"Dikut, shut up!" 


Doran realized what he was saying and promptly snapped his jaw 
shut. 


"They put a bounty on all Jedi, yes," Boba Fett said evenly. "But I 
don't see any Jedi here. Goran?" 


"I only see Mandalorians, Mand‘alor." 

"Same here. Skirata?" 

Ordo's jaw worked for a couple of seconds as his eyes burned holes 
into the side of Doran's head. Finally, he shook his head. "No Jedi 


here, Mand'alor." 


"Which leaves us with one last loose end," Boba Fett turned his 
helmeted gaze onto Tracyn's immobilized form. 


"Sir," Doran side-stepped to keep himself between the group of 
Protectorate Mandalorians and his friend. 


"Get out of the way, ad," Ordo ordered smoothly. 
"No." 
"No?" Boba Fett repeated almost as if in disbelief. 


"Not until you promise that not only will you not hurt her, but 
you'll get her medical care too," Doran said determinedly. 


"Told you the kid had Mandokar," Goran remarked dryly. 


"And just why should I do that?" Boba Fett's voice wasn't hostile or 
accusatory at all. 


"We both know the Yuuzhan Vong aren't going anywhere anytime 
soon," Doran held his ground. "Your homeworld will need all the 


help it can get. Tracyn and her people don't want to see it ruined or 
in their control any more than you do. She's a daughter of 
Mandalore, wants only what is best for it. Even if you kill her now, 
her people will still be around. Let her live, make an alliance with 
her, and she'll no longer be your enemy. Clan Gedyc will no longer 
be your enemy. I've heard that you're a practical man, Boba Fett. 
What will it be?" 


"And this, is why I can barely tolerate Jedi," Boba Fett muttered to 
those with him. "I will need to speak with Overlord Gedyc, Doran 
Sarkin-Tainer. You have my word that for now at least, I will do no 
harm to her." 

Doran nodded once and stepped to the side. 


"You look like osik," Boba Fett commented to the prone blonde 
teenager. 


"I'd be worried if I didn't," Tracyn returned faintly. 

"You heard what Doran said?" 

"I did." 

"Truce for the duration of this war the Vongese are creating?" 


"Agreed. But know I can only speak for my clan. The other factions 
of Kyr'tsad will still act against you." 


"I am aware of that. Verde Vizsla escaped this world with the help 
of a traitor among the Protectorate. She will no doubt continue her 
offensive." 


"I have a little influence with Clan Vizsla," Tracyn breathed out. "I 
will do my best to convince Verde that a clean slate is the only way 
our people will survive this war. But I am no Jedi." 


"I want no more of my people's blood shed than you do," Boba Fett 
said after a moment. "I will be...receptive of a similar deal with her 
should she honor her end of the bargain." 


"Par Mand'ayaim," Tracyn nodded tiredly. 
Boba Fett stepped back. "Prep a medical pod. Skirata, will your 


father object if we make use of the Kyrimorut's medical facilities? 
Given that she is still officially a terrorist, we cannot use a normal 


hospital." 
"No, Mandalor. I will contact the Kal once we are in orbit." 


Boba Fett began to walk away, but then he stopped and pulled out a 
vibroknife made of the blackest of metals. "Doran Sarkin-Tainer." 


"Ye...s?2" 


"History won't record that you had a hand in stopping the Kyr'tsad 
and ending hostilities between Clan Gedyc and the Protectorate. 
Nor can we Mandalorians allow it to be that way given your... 
unique...situation. We do not give medals, we do not give ribbons 
or accolades. But because you are responsible for helping to ensure 
the safety of Mandalore, I think you deserve this." 


Doran caught the blade Boba Fett flipped his way and stared at it 
almost reverently. "Sir....if I can't tell anyone why I got this...what 
do I say?" 


"Make it up," Boba Fett shrugged. "I don't care. It's yours now." 


As Boba Fett took to the air, Doran just held the vibroblade in his 
hands. "Mom won't believe the real story anyway...I lived it and I 
don't. Boba kriffing Fett gave me his vibroknife!" 


FtF IV FtF 
Mom, 


It's been a wild past few weeks, and if I don't have to deal with 
Mandalorian politics ever again, I'll be happy. Much of what has 
happened has been ‘classified' by the headman himself. Yup, that's right, 
I got to meet Boba Fett. And guess what, take a look at this. This 
vibroknife was given to me by Boba Fett himself. Apparently having a 
black blade is a must for any leader in Mandalorian society. Which 
reminds me, I have to apologize to Hera again for losing that antique 
Mando-saber she had. So, because everything is so hush-hush, I had to 
get Boba Fett's permission to share what had happened with you. 


In a nutshell. I'm awesome. Okay...you helped and yes I quit mid-way 
through, but I came back and rocked. Do you know how hard it is to get 
a bunch of crazy, trigger-happy bucketheads to make peace with each 
other? It was only after they killed a shipload of each other off that it 
was even possible. Before they could blast everyone away, I did what 
you taught me was the Jedi thing to do. Stick my nose in business that 


has nothing to do with me for the good of the galaxy. In the end, both 
sides of crazy, trigger-happy bucketheads decided that being friends was 
better than blasting each other into extinction. 


Oh, and you'll be happy to know that I even managed to avoid a bacta 
tank at the end of it too. All my ‘oh, look at me, we're so tough' 
Mandalorian friends ended up in a tank. Hera was hit by Protectorate 
forces before they realized it was her. Tracyn was hit by Protectorate 
forces because they realized it was her. Jintar had a juryrigged 
landskimmer kind of explode on him. Even Dinua was badly hurt. She is 
beyond crazy. There was this sniper who took a shot at me and I 
couldn't move because I was trying to keep someone else alive, and 
Dinua knew that, and leaped in front of me...I've never been more 
scared for her than that moment. I don't even know why they think I'm 
worth it. I mean, sure the Mandalorian code says that we're supposed to 
watch each other's backs and everything. But Tracyn gets a face full of 
acid for me, and Dinua gets a stomach full of molten plasma. I don't 
know if I'd ever be brave enough too....mfph! 


Doran gasped, his eyes going wide as a pair of lips pressed up 
against him, cutting off his holo-journal entry. His hand reflexively 
went to the girl's hips as she straddled him in his bunk. When the 
kiss ended, Doran was left panting, completely breathless, his 
cheeks flushed. 


Grinning mischievously at him, illuminated by the glow of the holo- 
pannel was Dinua Jeban. 


"Dinua!" Doran gasped in a hushed whisper. 
"Dikut," Dinua's eyes sparkled with silent laughter. 
"What...what are you doing...?" 


"Didn't I promise there'd be a lot more....you know....if you lived? 
I'm here to keep that promise." 


"Not...not that I'm against that or anything. I'm really, really for it, 
you can probably tell. But you just got out of the bacta tank and you 
have to take it easy and ...oh kriff, the journal is still recording! 
Errr...mom, got to go, bye!" 


Dinua continued to grin at him as he frantically turned the holo- 
recording off. Despite his protest, his hand immediately returned to 
her hip to hold her in place. "That's going to be fun to look back on 
one day." 


"I meant what I said," Doran panted after Dinua kissed him once 
more. He placed one of his hands over the slightly pink flesh of her 
abdomen, the only sign of the sniper's round she had taken for him. 
"You need to recover and rest and..." 


"Resting is not exactly what I have in mind. You accomplished a 
major coup for my people." Dinua removed his hand and lowered 
her head next to his right ear and whispered. "Don't you want to 
know what else Mandalorians do to celebrate?" 


"Yes! I mean, no, no way...Dinua your dad has a giant scattergun 
and I like a certain part of my anatomy un-scattered!" 


Dinua leaned forward so that their foreheads were touching, placing 
a finger over his lips. "K'atini." 


Doran gulped as she removed her finger and replaced it with her 
lips. Figuring that he might as well enjoy it while he could, he 
wrapped his arms around her and began to return the kiss. 


And then the voice of Goran Beviin came out over the intercom. 
"Doran Sarkin-Tainer, come see me in my office. I repeat, Doran Sarkin- 
Tainer, come see me in my office immediately." 


Doran paled completely, libido dying, and he immediately lifted up 
Dinua off of him and set her to the side of his bunk. "I am so dead." 


"You're exaggerating," Dinua rolled her eyes, smiling at him fondly. 
She adjusted the home-spun cloth tunic she wore. "My fathers like 
you." 


"They like me keeping my hands off of you. They probably have a 
spy-camera in here or something and were just waiting for me to 
make a mistake." 


"Kissing me was a mistake?" Dinua arched an eyebrow. 


Doran might have been young, but even he heard the warning tone 
of Dinua's voice. "Nope, not at all. That was lots of fun. Loads. 
Definitely want to do it again....just, you know...in a galaxy far, far 
away from your dads." 


Dinua playfully slugged his arm. "You better get going. You 
wouldn't want to give my fathers the impression that you're doing 
more than just kissing me then, right?" 


"Going!" Doran started for the door in a rush. 
"Dikut," Dinua said almost laughingly. 
"Huh?" 


"You might need these," Dinua held up his pants and shirt. "Unless 
you really want to give my fathers the wrong in impression." 


Doran looked down and realized he was just in his underwear. 
"Right, shirt and pants first." 


"And shoes," Dinua couldn't help but giggle and shake her head. 
"Stars, how'd you manage to get through the last three days while 
the rest of us were in bacta?" 


"It's because you guys weren't around that I was able to stay out of 
trouble," Doran managed, hopping in place as he pulled on his pants 
and then his shoes. Dinua tossed him his wadded up shirt and it hit 
him in the face. "Thanks, Jeban." 


"I happen to like that part of you unscattered too," Dinua quipped, 
making Doran turn crimson once more. 


"Dinua!" 


"What? You've been around Mandalorians long enough to know that 
we live in the moment, enjoy the present because the past has 
already gone by and the future will never come." 


They heard the sound of one of the training squads returning from 
their mission and immediately Dinua's face became expressionless. 


"Hurry it up, Dikut," she sighed in exasperation as the training 
squad entered the room. "Commander Beviin doesn't like to be kept 
waiting." 


"Poor ordinii, he has that Ice Queen as his squadmate." Doran heard 
one of the squadmembers chuckle to the other as they passed. 


"Look at her, I'd definitely like to melt that," his buddy muttered back. 
Doran made a big production of slipping on one of his pants legs, 


sending his shoe flying through the air and hitting the 'buddy' in the 
back of the head. 


Dinua rolled her eyes at him, mouthing, Di'kut. 


"Sorry, Instructor Jeban," Doran said, sounding properly chastised 
but smirking at the same time. 


Dinua grabbed his other shoe and hurled it over her shoulder with 
tremendous force. "Just for that, you can go to my father without 
your shoes." 


The second shoe flew through the air and hit the 'buddy' in his face 
as he turned around to investigate the first flying shoe. 'Buddy' 
didn't seem to enjoy the one-two shoe hits and stormed forward, 
eyes flashing. He pointed a finger at Doran and was about to say 
something that was no doubt threatening when Dinua grabbed said 
finger and used the leverage to force 'Buddy's' wrist into an 
awkward angle. The man, twice Dinua's size with biceps almost as 
big as her head, let out a howl of pain as he was forced down to his 
knees. 


"New recruits like you need to understand two things," Dinua's voice 
was glacial. "If you're going to talk disrespectfully about a person. 
Number one, make sure they can't hear you or learn about it. And 
number two, make sure they can't kick your shebs from one side of 
the galaxy to the other. Understood?" 


"Yes! Yes, let go damn it!" 


"One other thing, buddy," Doran voiced, matching her tone. His 
own hand had shot out the second Dinua had let go, keeping the 
man in place. "Make sure their aliit doesn't hear of it either, because 
they'll kick your rear to one side of the galaxy and leave you 
stranded there." 


"Class dismissed," Dinua inclined her head. 

Doran released the unfortunate man, who half-stumbled, half- 
crawled his way back to the others, all of whom were laughing at 
his misfortune. Once they were out of sight in the showers, Dinua 
shook her head at Doran. 

"You didn't have to do that you know." 


"I know," Doran shrugged. "Let's just say that after all that fodder on 
Concord Dawn and Zanbar, I'm embracing my Mandalorian-ness." 


"You don't have to do that either." 


"Either I don't and I go insane trying to justify what you 
Mandalorians do using the ethics I was brought up with, or I go 
insane and justify what you Mandalorians do by acting more 
Mandalorian," Doran said without an ounce of humor. "Since I'll be 
here until the year's out, I figured I'd survive longer going insane 
the second way." 


"Doran..." Dinua gaped at him. 


He smiled and shook his head ruefully. "Don't worry about it, 
Dinua. This place may not be the craziest place I've visited, but it's 
definitely in the top three. These past few weeks have shown me 
what it'll take if I really want to survive in this galaxy. I finally 
understand why my mom sent me here. You guys are an extreme 
reflection of the galaxy on a small scale. If I can make it here, I can 
definitely make it out there." 


Dinua studied his face for a moment, then looked away. "You 
should probably go, Doran. You've kept my father waiting long 
enough." 


"Yeah," Doran nodded grimly. Then he cheered up and grinned 
fearfully at her. "If I don't make it back, it is entirely your fault. 
You're the one who ambushed me in my bunk." 


"Now, Doran Sarkin-Tainer!" 


Doran's eyes bulged. "I swear he definitely has some sort of 
surveillance in this room!" 


Dinua watched silently as he ran out the door, and then sat back 
down on his bunk. She contemplated his pillow for a moment, 
before stretching out on his bunk, still warm from his body. One of 
her hands curled up into a fist in the sheets, and she closed her eyes 
in anger. "Damn you, Gedyc." She hissed softly. He's just a Dikut... 
my Dikut...and you got him involved in our people's mess. Forced him to 
be something he's not. Pray that your feelings of friendship for him were 
true and not just some ploy to make your stupid Empire a reality. I trust 
the Di'kut and his judgment, however crazy it is. But if you did all this, 
manipulated him just like Hera, Jintar, Ghes, and Ram all believe you 
did, then I will spend the rest of my life hunting down your kind 
regardless of what Mand'alor orders. 


FtF V FtF 


Going back to the old training routine was hard given the past few 


weeks. There were also many changes on base due to the attack on 
Gargon. Yuuzhan Vong guards were now posted in every hallway, 
and a Yuuzhan Vong command structure was placed directly next to 
the training facility for added insurance. Gorak Lah's fleet had taken 
a permanent residence above the planet, essentially blockading it 
from any vessel apart from those pre-approved by him and him 
alone. The decimation of Death Watch on Zanbar appeared to have 
appeased the Yuuzhan Vong somewhat, but they were still 
suspicious of the Mandalorians as a whole. 


Goran Beviin had informed Doran that in order to keep him away 
from the Yuuzhan Vong, Doran would need to continue his training 
'in the field'. Meaning that the harsh Gargon nights and chilly 
Gargon days amid fields of gravel and abandoned construction and 
mining equipment became the norm for him. Boba Fett had loaned 
Goran several of his Ori'ramikade, and it was they who were directly 
supervising Doran's training. Of course, both Jintar and Dinua were 
included in said training, much to Jintar's chagrin. 


As for Doran's other comrade-in-arms, they were busy as well. Hera, 
Ghes, and Ram had returned to their own training unit and were 
likewise spread out, situated in the opposite direction of Doran's 
group and maintaining comm-silence. Tracyn had recovered from 
her significant injuries thanks to the Jedi healers living with Clan 
Skirata and had returned to her people. She had left a goodbye 
message for Doran, and promised to be only a comm-call away 
should he ever need her help. Both Lagos and Korkie Kryze had 
lived to fight another day, but had been apprehended by the 
Protectorate. Under a similar deal Boba Fett had made with Tracyn, 
the two were allowed to go free. Leaving Clan Vizsla as the only 
remaining Kyr'tsad faction with any strength, opposed to the 
Protectorate. All in all, the whole affair had turned out much better 
than even Doran could have predicted. 


Doran was used to his breath forming a warm cloud in front of him 
as he exhaled and stretched. He was no fitness-freak, but at the 
same time really liked what the Mandalorian work-out routines 
were doing for him. As he stood atop the mountain of gravel, he 
shielded his eyes and watched the sun slowly rise above the 
horizon. Spending almost sixteen hours in the darkness of the 
nightshade side of the planet meant that he was developing a new 
appreciation for every sunrise. 


Basking in the warmth of the sun, he smiled faintly as Dinua took a 
seat on one side of him and Jintar on the other. "Morning." 


"You too," Jintar tipped an imaginary hat. "It's been a month since 
all that stuff on Concord Dawn and you haven't said a word about 
what happened." 


"Boba Fett told me not to," Doran shook his head. "You know that." 


"Just wanted to make sure you weren't bottling anything up," Dinua 
lightly dug her elbow into his side. "You Jedi are far too good at 
that." 


"Look, I'm fine," Doran exhaled again, stretching back. "Everything 
turned out for the best. I'm alive, you two are alive, Tracyn's alive, 
and we somehow managed to make the Mandalorian's worst 
nightmare not so scary at the same time." 


"We got lucky," Dinua said in partial agreement. 


"No kidding," Jintar sighed. "So many things could have gone 
wrong, I'm amazed it actually worked out at all." 


"That makes three of us," Doran chuckled. "Do you two really think 
I know what I'm doing when I go off and do something as crazy as 
that?" 

"We really hope not." Dinua rested her head against his shoulder. 
"No sane person would even think about doing half the osik you've 
done." 


A comfortable silence settled as the sun continued to rise, its light 
bathing the frigid terrain of the nightshade side of Gargon. 


"Hard to believe I only have three more months before I'm off 
Gargon," Doran said softly, wrapping an arm around Dinua. "This... 
it's been a crazy ride." 


"You will get someone to watch your six when you leave," Dinua 
stated more than asked. 


"T'll see if Master Solusar can let Sannah come along with my mom 
and I," Doran nodded. 


"Sannah, the Fish Girl you mentioned earlier?" Jintar asked. 
"Yeah, her." 


"Given all the osik you've been through here, will she even last?" 


Dinua scowled. 
"What?" 


"It's just...look," Dinua unslung his arm from around her and rotated 
so that she was now straddling his lap. She draped both her arms 
over his shoulder to ensure he had her undivided attention. "No 
offense to your Jedi training methods or anything, but your 
instructors don't prepare you for war. There's no way in this galaxy 
that a Jedi baby from one of your academies will be able to look 
out for you the way Jintar and I have. Does she even know how to 
field-strip a blaster or do anything more than talk an enemy to 
death?" 


"Jintar?" 


"I'm with her," the olive-skinned Mandalorian shook his head, 
holding out both hands. "You have to admit Doran, Jedi aren't 
exactly equipped for what's unfolding in this galaxy. Sure you might 
have your Jedi mom with you, but will you have anyone like Jeban 
or I pulling your shebs out of the fire? This Sannah seems more like 
a kid than a soldier." 


"She has a good heart," Doran shrugged. "I can be the soldier for the 
both of us." 


"And that's why I'm worried, Di'kut," Dinua lightly tapped her 
forehead against his. "You're not a soldier. Jintar and I are. 
Commander Wren is. Ram and Ghes are. You are a Jedi in your 
heart and in your head. In three months, when the galaxy will have 
need of soldiers and not Jedi, where will you be?" 


"T'll be okay, guys. Promise," Doran gave Dinua a reassuring 
squeeze, pulling her against him. "And Sannah's a great person too. 
I think you'll like her." 


"I highly doubt that," Dinua snorted, shifting so that she was no 
sitting in his lap, tucked against him. "I barely tolerate you." 


"Yeah, it's really obvious," Jintar said dryly. 


Dinua playfully flipped a pebble in his direction. "I'm just using him 
for his bodyheat. It's cold out here." 


"Uh huh," Jintar laughed. 


"It's still three months away," Doran tried. "I have you two to look 
out for me until then, right?" 


"True," Dinua said, her eyes closing as she just focused on the 
warmth his body was providing. 


"I guess I have to," Jintar allowed with a knowing nod to Doran. 
"Jeban would skin me alive if I did anything less." 


"Also true," Dinua quipped. 


"And I have Ghes and Ram and Hera. Even Tracyn said I could 
count on her," Doran smiled. "I believe someone said that you 

Mandalorians live in the moment because the past has already 
happened and the future will never come." 


"Sure, use my own words against me," Dinua grumbled, mock- 
scowling at him. 


"Whatever's coming, we'll face it together," Doran rubbed her back. 
"For now, I just want to enjoy this moment...before our instructors 
have us run another five kilometers with those weighted backpacks 
again." 


"K'atini," Dinua nudged him with her head. 


"I'm with Doran on that. That last run was brutal," Jintar sided. 
"And I don't even want to be an Or'ramikad. It's all his fault." 


"I'm surrounded by soft Dikute," Dinua sighed dramatically, 
extracting herself from Doran's arms. "Come on you two. If we're 
late again, they'll probably add another ten kilos to the packs just 
for the fun of it." 


"And I'll keep saying it," Doran shook his head in distress but stood 
as well. "You Mandalorians are crazy." 


FtF VI FtF 


The Yuuzhan Vong Miid Roik cruiser Giver of Eternal Sleep came to a 
stop along with a dozen others in what was supposedly an 
abandoned star system. Ahead of them was the remains of a planet, 
shattered into many many pieces by a superweapon from eons past. 
This was the location the trackers had indicated as the place where 
Mandalorians who had participated on the raid at Gargon had 
retreated to. Though it had been over a galactic month since the 


raid, given that the Mandalorians were allies, the order to pursue 
the lead had to come from the Warmaster himself. The moment 
permission was given, an attack force was dispatched to exact 
retribution for the lives lost. 


"Do we have confirmation?" Falang Lah, créche-brother to Gorak 
Lah, barked at his subordinate. 


"Yes, Sub-Commander Lah. The gravimetric signature left by the 
trackers is resonating with the yammosk. They are undoubtedly 
here." 


"Launch yaret-kor and assault shuttles. Have the fleet move into..." 


"Sub-Commander, we are receiving a transmission from the ruined 
world....more precisely an infidel station situated among it," the 
villip coordinator called out. 


Falang regarded his coordinator for a moment, then inclined his 
head. "Adjust villip frequencies to accept their transmission. Let us 
see what these...Death Watch...have to say." 


The villip choir twisted and squeaked until it formed the images of 
two young women sitting side by side. Both wore Mandalorian 
armor, though their helmets were off and their faces were 
emotionless masks. 


"I am Sub-Commander Falang Lah of the mighty Yuuzhan Vong 
Empire," Falang barked in Basic. He hated the language, but he had 
learned it knowing it would be a necessity in the coming war. "You 
will surrender and your people will lay down their arms." 


"Sub-Commander Lah...any relation to Gorak Lah?" The smaller of the 
two females asked, seemingly not at all affected by his intimidating 
stature or tone. 


"We are brothers from the same créche," Falang growled. "And you 
will speak his name with the rank he deserves." 


"Sub-Commander, instead of destroying us, which you and your forces 
can no doubt easily do, how would you like to make a deal?" The other 
Mandalorian spoke. 

"You are not in any position to bargain." 


"Oh, I think we are in a perfect position to bargain," the smaller one 


smirked. "You know that Mandalorians cannot be bribed, cannot be 
turned against one and other for the promise of power, cannot be 
corrupted like your people have done to members of so many 
governments across the galaxy. The entire reason your créche-brother 
and you are stuck overseeing a Mandalorian training camp is because 
you have no one feeding you information or reporting on what the 
Mandalorians are up to. Am I correct?" 


"And you are offering to betray your people?" Falang said 
saracastically. 


"The Mandalorian Protectorate is not our people," the taller 
Mandalorian said disdainfully. "And they most definitely do not have 
your Empire's interests in mind. We on the other hand will do anything 
to further the dreams of both our peoples." 


"You expect me to believe the word of a traitor to their own race?" 


"Believe what you wish, but in exchange for our continued existence, we 
are willing to report to you, and only you, information about the 
Mandalorian Protectorate," the smaller of the two said evenly. "Think 
of the prestige and glory you will receive for doing what Commander 
Gorak Lah and that slime Nom Anor could not. Eyes and ears inside the 
Mandalorian government. Of course, if you wish to pass on this offer, 
we will have no choice but to set the station's self-destruct and take with 
us any knowledge we might have." 


"Convince me then," Falang called out, determined that they were 
bluffing. "Tell me something that is worth sparing your miserable 

lives over. Any information that will convince me to turn my back 
on you and report that you have all been destroyed." 


The smaller of the two Mandalorians leaned forward, her face 
twisting into a smile. "How about the identity of the Jedi on Gargon?" 


Falang's eyes narrowed. "The identity of the Jedi?" 


"As you know, Sub-Commander, our people despise Jedi with a passion," 
the taller Mandalorian took over. "And for the Protectorate to be 
shielding one is something our followers cannot abide. We are aware 
that your créche-brother has been receiving mounting reports and 
circumstantial evidence of the existence of the Jedi. How would you like 
to be the one to find the Jedi before him?" 


Already seeing the praise he would receive from the Warmaster, 
even the Supreme Overlord himself, Falang inclined his head ever 


so slightly. "If you have the identity of the Jedi, and your 
intelligence speaks true, we can definitely work out some sort of 
deal." 


"Are you sure you wish the rest of the bridge crew to hear the identity as 
well?" The taller Mandalorian asked. 


Falang's gaze swept across the ten others in the bridge. "They are 
loyal to me. They will not inform my créche-brother before we have 
a chance to investigate your claims." 


The smaller of the two inclined her head in acceptance. "If you're 
sure, then lean close and we will tell you who the Jedi on Gargon is." 


FtF Story Arc End FtF 


A\N: So ends 'Tracyn's arc.' She still returns in the last twoish arcs 
in this story though...to be posted whenever I finish them. Hope 
you all enjoyed it. Next week, the next chapter of From Darkness 
Light goes up. 


21. Forging Regrets 
Forging Regrets 
FtF I FtF 


The HoloNet reports sounded overly loud in the stillness of the 
nightshade side of Gargon, reminding Doran once again that there 
was a greater galaxy outside the small pocket of Mandalorian space. 
Reminding him that he was truly fortunate his parents had been in 
a position to drop him off at Gargon while billions of other kids just 
like him were either dead or crammed into refugee ships after 
watching their entire lives burn before them. 


Taris, the planet he had fled to during his brief moment of angst- 
filled doubt over his friends' sanity, had been utterly ravaged by a 
Yuuzhan Vong fleet only a week after he had left it. Doran couldn't 
help but wonder if the attack had been planned all along, or if it 
had been retaliation after the Peace Brigade and Yuuzhan Vong 
infiltrator force had been killed. Either way, the Yuuzhan Vong had 
taken the system and turned the once vibrant planet of almost eight 
billion into a graveyard. 


Taris hadn't been the first, and it certainly wasn't the last planet to 
fall. Since his return to Gargon, Skorrupon, Corsin, Ploo, and even 
the important data-filled system of Obroa-skai had all been taken, 
one after the other. The New Republic appeared to be completely 
helpless against the onslaught of the foreign war-machine. Even the 
'victories' they had achieved at Ord Mantell and Bilbringi seemed to 
pale in comparison. One system after another was lost, seemingly 
by the day. New Republic casualties and the number of displaced 
people were rising as the Senate and the New Republic armed 
forces floundered about. 


The situation didn't just look bad or sound bad, Doran severely 
doubted that the New Republic would even be able to hold 
Coruscant if the Yuuzhan Vong made a push for it. And then what 
would happen to the New Republic? What would happen to the 
Jedi? 


Doran exhaled slowly, closing his eyes and reaching out for his 
mother. He knew that while he was learning how to be a rough and 
tumble Mandalorian, she and his father were out doing their best to 
slow the onslaught. Right out on the frontlines where the casualties 
were highest. Where Peace Brigade and Yuuzhan Vong 


sympathizers would jump at the chance to turn in a 'not officially or 
completely trained' Jedi. Where Yuuzhan Vong infiltrators were in 
perfect position to counter any New Republic intelligence units, no 
matter how elite those units were. 


"Shut it off, kid." 


Doran started at the sound of one of the Ori'ramikade instructors 
and reflexively followed the order. When the droning voice listing 
the latest damages died mid-sentence, Doran stared back at the 
holo-unit. "It's bad out there." 


"It is," the dark-haired Mandalorian commando agreed in his usual 
deep voice. "But listening to how bad it is isn't going to change a 
damned thing. You and your friends are here to learn how to be 
jatnese be te jatnsee, the best of the best. That way, when you're 
ready and won't get yourselves killed right away, you can go out 
there and put an end to the problems those politicians have let run 
amuck. And it's my job to make sure you do it right the first time, 
so get off your shebs. We have a five kilometer run to do, and then 
the obstacle course." 


Doran stood, picking up his rock-laden sack from where it had been. 
The cool air of Gargon's nightshade-side immediately washed over 
him; the meager fire he had been sitting next to didn't extend its 
heat or light far enough. Not that there was a ready supply of fuel 
available to make it any bigger. "Do you have family or friends out 
there, fighting?" 


The commando tilted his head in affirmative as they began to jog 
across the glassy ground. "All of Clan Onyo is serving Mand'alor. 
We're spread out across several different sectors at the moment, 
playing the role Mand‘alor wants them to play. My aunt Ketsu is 
personally overseeing a campaign on behalf of the Vongese, and my 
younger brother is part of Mand'alor's personal guard unit." 


"And you're here, babysitting me and my friends." 


The large man shook his head. "There's no greater honor, kid, than 
teaching the next generation to continue what we've started. Your 
mistakes are mine, and if you die, it's on me. As much fun as being 
out there blasting whoever it is Mand'alor needs blasting might be, 
it's double that knowing that I've just helped trained a unit that'll be 
blasting enemies of Manda'yaim right alongside me. Vatok would 
say the same thing." 


"I'm not sure I want to be blasting enemies next to any 
Mandalorians," Doran said with a small smile. "Your armor tends to 
signal to the other side 'I'm a tough guy, just try and kill me. 
Especially if you're wearing bright red or yellow." 


"I see it more like, 'I'm a tough guy, get out of my way or you'd 
regret it." 


"And if you're facing another tough guy, he'll want to prove that 
he's tougher." 


"No one's tougher than the Or'ramikade." 

"Exactly, I'm not one. So if I'm blasting tough guys next to a whamo- 
blamo-commando and the tough guys realize I'm not one, guess 
who they'll be shooting at first?" 

"I'm fine with that. It lets the rest of us pick them off." 


"You have absolutely no problem with me being a target?" 


"By then, I'll have trained you well enough so you can be a target 
and not die." 


"Great." 

"I hope." 

"Thanks." 

"You're welcome." 

Doran's breathing grew slightly labored as they began to ascend one 
of the many mountainous inclines of glassed rock. "Do you think the 
New Republic will last the year?" 

"Not if the Jedi keep sitting on their hands," the Mandalorian 
answered back. "The Vongese aren't exactly the most efficient of 
warriors, but they are definitely deadly." 

"What do you mean by efficient?" 

"My brother's team has the task of analyzing the Vongese from a 
tactical standpoint. He tells me that the Vongese will throw wave 


after wave of soldiers at a hardened target, but as long as the target 
falls, they see it as a victory. The galaxy is a huge place, and if the 


Vongese keep throwing lives away, they're going to need a lot of 
time to replace those losses so they can hold what they conquer. 
The more time they take, the more likely it is that the New 
Republic, Jedi, or Empire will find a way to beat them." 


"In the meantime, that tactic is taking out veteran soldiers, toppling 
governments, and getting a lot of people killed. The more time they 
take, the more lives they ruin." 


"True, but it goes back to my earlier point. If, by the time Vatok and 
I are done with you and your friends, the big governments in the 
galaxy still haven't figured the Vongese out, it'll be your time to step 
up. Eventually someone will figure out a weakness and the Vongese 
will fall really quickly after that." 


"Just like that?" Doran stopped, panting with his hands on his knees 
at the top of the summit. 


"Again, this is just what my brother is seeing, but the Vongese in one 
system pretty much fights the same way as the Vongese on the 
opposite side of the galaxy. They're one race with a set number of 
tactics. If Thrawn were still alive and kicking, he'd have handed 
those Vongese their shebse the moment he understood their culture. 
If someone else reaches that same conclusion, the Vongese won't be 
able to adapt in time to make a difference." 


"Your brother's team sure has them figured out then." 


"Mand'alor is playing the long game. Learning about the enemy 
without ever showing them our hand. The more we learn, the more 
damage we can inflict when the time comes." 


"Double-crossing the Yuuzhan Vong seems...I was going to say 
‘crazy’, but it's actually exactly what you super-commandos would 
do." 


"Exactly. Now, let's pick up the pace this time," the instructor 
gestured towards the rest of the route. "I want you to beat Skirata 
and Jeban's time so Vatok can stop gloating about how you came in 
third in last week's survival challenge." 


Doran groaned. "If I know one thing, I'm definitely going to have a 
really good sleep tonight." 


Even as he began to jog again, Doran couldn't help but feel as if he 
had just jinxed himself. 


[-I-I-I-I 


Doran awoke in a cold sweat, jerking to a seated position, panting 
heavily as the Force-vision he had just had stirred up a deep sense 
of panic and fear. His stomach churned and his heart pounded in 
his chest, the beat audible even to his ears. Darkness, anger, 
betrayal, an unseen enemy. He emerged from the sleeping bag and 
used the Force to keep his exit unnoticed by those within the camp. 


Trying to recall the vision was proving a lot more difficult than 
usual. He would have passed it off as being out of practice and out 
of touch because of all his Mandalorian training, but he didn't think 
that was the issue. Pausing in his aimless trek out of the camp, he 
spotted something off in the distance. Their lack of presence in the 
Force immediately identified the fast approaching figures as 
Yuuzhan Vong. 


The garbled vision suddenly made sense. If the Yuuzhan Vong 
existed outside of the Force, then having the Force warn him about 
them was the same as trying to describe a color to a blind person; 
you could do it abstractly, impart a basic idea, but a full picture 
would be impossible. 


The droning sound of Yuuzhan Vong fightercraft filled the air. 
Doran looked up just in time to see a trio of coralskippers streak 
through the darkened sky. As he did, the images he had seen in his 
vision solidified for a moment. Fire, burning, death. Formless 
shadows rising out of the ground and dragging him under. A void of 
a world where the Force was absent. His friends all on the ground 
around him, their eyes glazed and lifeless. He glanced down at his 
hands, they were stained with blood. Rain began to fall, but it was 
not water that fell from the cloudless skies. The sticky red liquid fell 
upon his bare torso, the very unwelcome scent of death being 
blown in on an ill wind. 


Doran shuddered violently, the vision once again receding. More 
Yuuzhan Vong vessels became visible, circling the skies. Their 
compatriots on the ground spotted Doran standing on the 
outcropping and several cries went up. Their pace towards his 
location was tripled, clouds of dust rising in the air from the hoof- 
falls of their mounts. Throughout it all, the thirteen year old Jedi 
watched with a strange sense of detachment, as if he was still 
dreaming. 


He felt panic rise up from somewhere behind him and grimaced. 
Dinua had awoken and discovered his absence. By the time he 


turned his attention back towards the approaching Yuuzhan Vong, 
they were nearly on him. Their lead mounted warrior wielded some 
type of club, and the moment he got into range, proceeded to knock 
Doran unconscious with it. 


When Doran next woke, he was once again back at the camp, his 
hands and feet immobilized by some sort of stinging jelly. Woozily, 
he took stock of his situation as the campfire crackled merrily in the 
darkness. A ring of Yuuzhan Vong warriors surrounded the camp, 
their weapons fully deployed. The others were still alive, but bound 
like he was. When he made eye-contact with Dinua and she realized 
he was awake, she visibly relaxed. Then tensed up again as a very 
ugly Yuuzhan Vong warrior arrived and dismounted. 


"Infidels," the warrior sneered. "You claim to be allies, yet you hide a 
Jeedai amongst you. Just like on New Holgha, you show your true 
loyalties. It is clear the Mandalorians on New Holgha were no 
‘rogue group,’ like your leader proclaimed. Jeedai, speak up now, 
you can hide no longer. " 


Doran felt his heart drop out of his chest and struggled not to react 
to that proclamation. The other Mandalorians likewise stayed silent. 


"I will make it easy for you, Jeedai. You will surrender yourself now 
or I will slit the throats of each of your companions until you do." 


To Doran's great confusion, the warrior had stopped in front of 
Dinua and appeared to be addressing her. 


"I am no Jedi," Dinua answered firmly, her own bewilderment 
apparent. 


The warrior lifted Dinua up in the air by her neck, the Mandalorian 
teen gasping for air as he tightened his grip. "Do not lie to me, Hera 
Wren. When the voxyn arrive, the truth will come out." 


"Put her down!" Jintar shouted, earning an amphistaff clubbing for 
his outburst. 


Doran, seeing that Dinua was fast running out of air, panicked. 
"She's not Hera! She's telling the truth!" 


The warrior tilted a now red-faced Dinua side to side, as if 
examining her. Then glared down at Doran. "You lie." 


"No! Never! She can prove it to you! Have her contact Commander 


Bevin. He'll vouch for her," Doran spoke frantically, Dinua's eyes 
threatening to roll back into her skull as the warrior kept his grip. 


"If she is not Hera Wren, then why are you out here so far away 
from your base?" the warrior barked. 


"We're one of two training groups trying to join the elite 
Mandalorian warriors. Hera's group is the other one!" 


The warrior glanced to a nearly unconscious Dinua, sneered, and 
hurled her roughly to the ground. Dinua let out several raspy gasps 
as her lungs greedily sucked in air. But then that air was expelled 
from her as the warrior kicked her in the stomach, sending her 
sliding across the ground. Dinua curled up in a fetal position on 
reflex, trying to breathe and whimper in pain at the same time. 
"Perhaps you are right. No Jeedai could possibly be this weak." 


Though Doran could tell through the Force that Dinua was only 
half-acting, she was also half not-acting. The partially hardened 
jelly around his hands and legs, however, kept him from going to 
her. He silently willed Dinua to stay down. The last thing he wanted 
was for her warrior mentality to kick in and get her killed. 


Of course the last thing he wanted was to be killed either. The 
Yuuzhan Vong warrior gripped him by his hair and yanked his head 
back to expose his neck. 


"Last chance Jeedai," the warrior snarled at the still recovering 
Dinua. "Admit the truth and I will not slit his throat." 


"I'm not a Jedi," Dinua wheezed, shaking her head frantically. 


Doran grimaced as the living knife the Yuuzhan Vong warrior held 
began to break the skin. 


"I'm not!" Dinua yelled hoarsely, trying to crawl towards them with 
her jelly-fied hands and legs. Another Yuuzhan Vong put his foot on 
her back, holding her in place even as she writhed to get free. Her 
head jerked back up, and Doran saw genuine fear and desperation 
in her eyes. "Don't! I don't know how else to prove it! I'm not a 
Jedi!" 


"I warned you." 


"Nol" 


Just as Doran began to feel an increase in pressure, another 
Yuuzhan Vong emerged from the shadows surrounding the camp. 


"Sub-Altern! We have her!" 


Never had Doran been more grateful for a Yuuzhan Vong flunky 
than that moment. The ugly group leader threw Doran to the 
ground and turned his attention to the new arrival. "The Jeedai Hera 
Wren?" 


"Yes, Sub-Altern! The Stalking Death detected their life-signs in a 
camp far from here. They have just relayed that the Jeedai is their 
prisoner." 


"Were there any Mandalorians working in concert with her?" 
"No, Sub-Altern, the Jeedai was alone." 
"And it was confirmed she was a Jeedai?" 


"Yes, she was wearing a special collar that prevented the voxyn 
from sensing her. Once the collar was removed, the voxyn 
confirmed the report given to us by our Mandalorian allies." 


"Very well," the group leader said with a toothy grin. "Sub- 
Commander Lah will be most pleased." 


"Sub-Altern, what do you want us to do to this group?" 


"Wait until the second voxyn team gets here just to be safe. If one of 
them happens to be a Jeedai, bring the Jeedai to me and kill the 
rest. Even if there are no Jeedai, well, we hardly want to anger our 
allies now, would we?" 


"As you command." 


The sub-altern left with a good portion of his men, leaving only 
three of his warriors to guard the prisoners. There was a still 
bewildered Doran, an unconscious Jintar, a pale Dinua with a 
Yuuzhan Vong still pinning her to the ground, and their two 
Ori'ramikade trainers. All were immobilized by the jelly, completely 
disarmed as well. The warriors guarding them were in full combat 
gear, including a clam-shell like helmet, and staff-mode amphistaffs. 
Things definitely did not look good. 


Doran knew that if there was any way he was going to save the 


others, he had to act fast. Though still very confused on what was 
happening, panic was the furthest thing from his mind. When the 
sub-altern's shuttle analogue shot off into the darkened Gorgon sky, 
he acted. 


He pretended to faint, falling to the ground and going still. The 
Yuuzhan Vong warriors all made sounds of contempt, with one even 
going so far as to grab Doran's head to check if he was awake or 
not. The thirteen year old relied on the Force to keep him from 
reacting as the same warrior gave him a kick for good measure. 
When Doran was allowed to flop back down on the ground again, 
he stretched out with his senses. Taking in deep breaths, he focused 
on the ground around him, on the Force resonating through every 
rock and living thing on the mined-out world. And stretching out 
his will, he took action. 


The nightshade side of the planet was infamous for its razor-sharp 
ground. Doran, Dinua, and Jintar had spent the last two weeks 
crafting their own spears, knives, and arrow-tips from said ground. 
This meant that there was a very sizable 'discard' pile made up of 
their failures and chipped-off shards. Even imperfect, razor-sharp 
rock flying through the air was a health-hazard. Though the 
Yuuzhan Vong armor protected their torso, limbs, and head, the 
joints had to remain uncovered for maneuverability purposes. 


One second the three warriors were mocking their captives. The 
next, like a swarm of angry hornets, the debris pile of glassed 
ground was zipping through the air, guided by the Force. At first 
the warriors weren't even aware of what was happening, the cuts so 
fine that they weren't registering. But then they began to lose 
feeling in their extremities. The warrior in command of the other 
two had the misfortune of receiving a cast-off knife shard strike his 
throat. The warrior emitted a gurgling sound, clutching at the 
wounded area as he sank to his knees. The other two lifted their 
amphistaffs and tried to yell out a warning. Only it was too late. 
The whirlwind of micro-shards swirling around them weren't just 
cutting, but were also entering their bodies through said cuts. 


Doran might not have been able to affect the Yuuzhan Vong with 
the Force, but razor sharp glass-like rocks were another story 
altogether. Both surviving warriors had the misfortune to be diced 
apart from the inside out as the swarm of fragments dove in one 
after another into every open wound. The entire ordeal lasted mere 
seconds, the deaths painful but also near instantaneous. 


Doran then directed the swarm to slice away the jelly holding his 


hands and legs together. Once his limbs were freed, the various 
pebbles, shards, and unfinished blades fell to the ground without a 
sound. He did his best not to think about the fact that he had just 
used the Force to kill. Tried to tell himself that it had been a kill-or- 
be-killed situation. But the Jedi in him wanted to argue that 
vigorously. The Mando he was pretending to be, however, pointed 
out that they were currently on a Mando world and that he and his 
friends were now alive. The Jedi in him became harder to hear after 
that. 


"Nice work, ad," Vatok Tawr, the other Or'ramikade trainer voiced in 
appreciation. 


"Thanks," Doran returned. 


The trainer from Clan Onyo gestured towards Doran's throat. "Kid, 
you might want to get your neck looked at. It's bleeding pretty 
heavily." 


"Oh, thought it was my overuse of the Force," Doran grumbled, 
reaching up to his neck. When he glanced at his hand it was 
completely soaked. "No wonder why I'm so dizzy." 


"Dikut will you get a bandage on that!" Dinua glowered. 
"Let me free you guys first." 


"Bandage, first. If you bleed out because you were freeing us I'll... 
Lit..;? 


"You'll what?" 


"Remember you as the worst Mandalorian ever," Dinua finished 
with a huff. 


"Okay, can't have that," Doran smiled faintly. He noted that all of 
their meager belonging had been thoroughly searched and left 
scattered around the camp's perimeter. "But I really do need to get 
you guys loose. I have no idea when the next Vong group will get 
here and I really don't want to be here when they do. I guess I'll do 
what you always tell me to do and K'atini." 


"You're listening to my advice now?" Dinua groaned in exasperation. 
"Bleeding from a serious throat wound is no time to 'suck it up'! 
That's like saying ''m fine' after getting a blaster-bolt to the head!" 


Doran rummaged through the dead warriors' belongings before 
finding the pouch with the jelly-scattering salts. He sprinkled it on 
the Or'ramikade first, figuring a pair of Mandalorian commandos 
covering them would help speed things along. He then went over to 
free a just-coming-around Jintar. 


"What'd I miss?" He said groggily, showing all the signs of someone 
who had been whack on the head really, really hard. 


"The Dikut is bleeding out through a neck wound!" Dinua hissed 
out. "And he's left freeing me to last!" 


"If he dies, at least you won't have to kill him," Jintar replied, still 
slightly out of it. 


"Kid, I'll free your girlfriend," Clan Onyo's trainer said, placing a 
large hand on Doran's shoulder. "You really need to get that wound 
looked at. Do one of your healing trances or something." 


"Not my girlfriend," Doran slurred, the adrenaline wearing off. He 
saw the wisdom in the commando's words, however, and staggered 
drunkenly over to the med-kit. Apparently he was slower than he 
thought he was, because as he fumbled for the kit's clasp to open it, 
Dinua knocked his hand away and more or less yanked the lid right 
off. She then injected a coagulant into him, while simultaneously 
using her teeth to rip open a pack of bacta wrap. 


"Dikut," Dinua scolded darkly, pressing the wrap to his wound. 
"Mind telling me why the Vongese had to drag your sorry rear back 
to camp?" 


"Felt danger in the Force," Doran said, still feeling slightly dizzy. 
"Wasn't sure what it was about." 


"So you went off on your own?" 

Doran might have been out of it, but he wasn't so out of it as to 
miss the warning note in Dinua's voice. "I...was getting fresh air to 
think about the vision." 


Dinua exhaled and rested her forehead against his. "You're a terrible 
liar." 


"T'll work on it." 


"Sorry to interrupt the love-fest, kids," Vatok butted in. "But the 


Vongese are approaching. Considering the ad just sliced and diced 
their buddies, we probably don't want to be here." 


"Let's move out," Dinua agreed, stepping away from Doran and 
picking up a blaster from their scattered supplies. "Jintar, think you 
can support the Di'‘kut?" 


"Wouldn't be the first time." Jintar looped one of Doran's arms over 
his shoulders and took on most of Doran's weight. "Not sure how 
your Jedi healing thing works, but try to do what you can, Doran. I 
doubt we're going to have much rest in the near future." 


FtF II FtF 


Doran had never had reason to imbibe any of the various mind- 
altering substances in the galaxy before, or even think about trying 
it. For one, his mom would probably throw him out the airlock no 
matter how 'cool' she was. For another, he just didn't see the appeal. 
And now, as he sat in deep meditation trying to repair the tissues in 
his neck, he had yet another reason. Who needed mind-altering 
substances if the Force was capable of doing just that without any 
warning? 


As in tune with the Force as he was, the vision or whatever it is the 
Force had shown him earlier returned full...well, force. Doran 
found himself being dragged across a pit of blackness, and he 
blearily looked to the pair of large shadows holding his legs. He 
wanted to panic, to try to pull free, but for some reason couldn't 
summon the strength to do so. All around him was an impenetrable 
darkness, yet a source of light somehow illuminated the shadows in 
a glowing haze. Whispers in an alien tongue sounded all around, 
more shadowy figures joining the two pulling him across the void. 
The words were mostly unintelligible to Doran's ears, but one word 
stood out amongst the rest. A word repeated over and over again, 
growing in volume. 


Jeedai 
Jeedai! 
JEEDAI! 
JEEDAI! 


He felt his body lifted up and placed into a soft, squishy chair-like 
shadow. Something was lowered down onto his head. And then 


excruciating pain rippled through him. Through it all, he could 
have sworn he heard the howl of a wolf echoing in the background. 


Doran let out a yell, the vision breaking as he toppled out of the 
bunk he had been seat on. Without even needing to try, he knew 
immediately that he had had a vision of a different sort. A vision 
made possible because of his Force-bond with one Hera Wren. 
There couldn't have been any other reason. It wasn't like he'd ever 
been a prisoner of the Yuuzhan Vong, or would be one for that 
matter. So the only explanation was that he had just seen and felt 
what Hera was experiencing. He continued to lie on his back, 
gasping for air, trying to re-establish the link to send what little 
support he could. But the link remained closed off completely, as if 
it never been opened in the first place. The only thing his efforts 
accomplished was to make him dizzier. 


Hurried footsteps across a metal deck, and the door to his room 
flew open. 


"Doran!" 

Doran weakly grabbed at the bunk and pulled himself into a seated 
position against it. Cool, calloused hands found his face, a curse 
emitting from the owner of said hands. 


"You're burning up! I'll get some ice and..." 


"No, it's okay, Dinua," Doran rasped, grabbing one of her hands as 
she rose to leave. 


"Doran..." 


"It's okay...the Force does this sometimes," Doran tried to smile 
reassuringly at the shaken Mandalorian teen. 


"Sometimes'? You've been with Skirata and I for close to eight 
months now. This is the first time I've ever seen you like this." 


"Okay, it doesn't happen often." 
"How often has it happened to you?" 
"Fine, it almost never happens," Doran blindly groped for his shirt 


on the bed and pulled it on. "Can't you just accept my first expert 
Jedi-opinion on things Force related instead of questioning them?" 


His tone of mock-hurt seemed to relax the older teen, who smiled 
faintly in turn. "If you're as good a Jedi as you are Mandalorian, 
definitely not." 

Doran chuckled ruefully. "Maybe you have a point." 

"Of course I have a point. I know you too well, Dikut." 


"You're just scouting out a potential enemy and trying to learn my 
weaknesses." 


Dinua nodded and plopped down on the deck to sit next to him. "I 
am a Mandalorian. I have a reputation to uphold after all." 


"There are probably generations of Mandalorians sighing in relief as 
they now realize that you were just getting closer to me to kill me 
later. Can't have Jedi and Mandalorians getting along after all." 


"And what about your generations of Jedi? Don't they float around 
as disembodied spirits after they pass on?" 


"Only the strongest of us do," Doran shook his head. "And the dark 
Jedi are more likely to do so more than the light ones." 


"The dark ones are stronger?" 

"Their will to live and be immortal is. And I wouldn't worry about 
the light-side guys getting mad at me. I'm befriending you in an 
attempt to turn you away from a path of death and destruction." 


"Of course you are," Dinua emitted a small laugh and let her head 
lean against his shoulder. 


"Speaking of paths, where are we? I kind of zoned out after Jintar 
told me to fix up my neck." 


"On the escape ship the Oriramikade had hidden at Rook's old base," 
Dinua answered. "We managed to avoid the roving Vongese patrols 
and are now headed to an Ori'ramikade waystation to regroup." 
"Your dads going to be in any trouble?" 


"The Vongese didn't identify me. Will probably more interested in 
Commander Wren anyways." 


Doran froze at that, the memory of what had happened in the camp 


returning. He then remembered that he had used the Force to kill. It 
seemed ridiculous that with everything going on, his mind decided 
to focus on that. A part of him knew that it had been necessary. 
That same part argued that he had nothing to feel guilty about. 
Some of the Force sects his mom had taken him to even viewed the 
Force as a tool to be wielded. But he had also seen the result of the 
dark side firsthand in the millennia-old ruins of the ancient Sith 
Empire. Had met Force sects that seemed a shade darker than any 
accepted Jedi would permit, and even learned of the 'solution' these 
sects employed if someone slipped a bit too far. 


Sure he and his friends might have all been offed. But he had killed 
with the Force. His stomach churned at the thought. The difference 
between killing someone with a blaster, rocket, or lightsaber and 
killing someone with the Force was subtle. Those incapable of using 
the Force would never know or feel it. When one killed with the 
Force, one was extending a portion of their own will, of their own 
self, outwards to rob another of life. His Force-presence had infused 
those small shards of rock that had sliced and eviscerated the 
Yuuzhan Vong warriors. A part of him had literally ravaged the 
insides of those warriors and torn them asunder. The only saving 
grace was that he hadn't felt the deaths of the warriors through the 
Force. His stomach churned again at that thought. That was a 
saving grace? 


Doran abruptly stood and staggered over to the refresher, barely 
making it to the toilet in time to throw up what little there was in 
his stomach. His efforts soon became dry heaves, as if his body was 
trying to expel the part of it that had been involved in those deaths. 
He had heard the saying from veterans that killing another 
figuratively took something from you. Killing with the Force 
literally did just that. There was a reason why the most devout dark 
siders all looked like emaciated, virus-stricken, yellow-eyed, sunless 
corpses after all. 


He glanced up at the refresher mirror over the sink and almost in a 
panic, rushed to it, gripping its sides. He nearly sobbed with relief 
when he saw none of the usual indicators that the dark side had its 
hold over him. In the reflection he could see Dinua had gotten to 
her feet and was now looking at him worriedly once more. 


"Sorry again, more Jedi drama," Doran said faintly, this time unable 
to muster a smile. 


m 


"What's on your mind? And don't say 'nothing," Dinua said, her eyes 


narrowed. 


1 


"Jedi aren't supposed to kill with the Force. It's a big, big no no,' 
Doran took a moment to wash his mouth out. He waited for the 
very Mandalorian response from Dinua about Jedi being soft or 
idiotic for not using a weapon at their disposal. What he got 
instead, caused him to raise his eyebrows in surprise. 


"Why?" 
"Why' what?" 
"Why do Jedi fear using the Force to kill?" 


"Not fear," Doran shook his head. He splashed water on his face and 
then accepted the towel Dinua held out for him. "Think of it more 
like...respect. This is going to be a terrible analogy, but say you had 
a pet, a very smart pet, and had it since you were born. This pet can 
fetch things for you, help tell you if someone is a good guy or not, 
more or less keeps you happy and comforts you when you're not. 
You've known this pet your entire life, it's like as much a part of 
you as a hand or foot. Then, one day you decide that you suddenly 
want your pet to do more. Suddenly you decide, because the pet 
listens to whatever you say, will do anything you want to please 
you, you decide to use it to commit a crime. It might be a small 
thing at first, maybe use it to fetch something that belongs to your 
neighbor. It works and you realize that this opens up a whole new 
set of opportunities for you. The pet doesn't know what it's doing is 
wrong, only that you told it to do something and was happy that it 
did it. It'll even encourage you to order it to do similar things 
because it's what makes you happy. But then one day your neighbor 
realizes what you did. You get annoyed, you have this power over 
others and it's benefitting you greatly, why should you care what 
your neighbor does. Your pet's been doing increasingly illegal things 
at your bidding so you figure to up the ante again. You order your 
pet to tear out your neighbor's throat. It does, simply because you 
told it to. By that point you no longer think of your pet as a living, 
breathing creature. You just see it as something to use to empower 
yourself." 


"I still don't see how that's different than picking up a blaster or 
vibrosword and doing the exact same thing." 


"I know, I said it was a terrible analogy," Doran exhaled noisily and 
stared at his reflection. "The Force for those who can tap into it is 
like a part of who we are. How we use it defines our very being. We 
use it to murder, to dominate and rule others, and it'll start to show. 
We'll start to care only about ourselves, about the power available 


to us, and lose the ability to empathize. You kill a bunch of people 
with a blaster, unless you start announcing it to the galaxy, no one 
will know. You kill a bunch of people with the Force, it'll start to 
show in how you act and how you look. I wish there was some easy 
way to explain this to you without going dark myself. I guess, to put 
it in Mando terms, there's a reason why you have a word for Jedi 
and that the equivalent for dark Jedi literally translates into 'not 
Jedi." 


"So...you killing those warriors, it will change you somehow?" 
"Not sure," Doran shrugged helplessly. "Maybe it won't because the 
Vong don't seem to exist in the Force. I don't know. Not even the 
Jedi Council knows all there is to know about the Force." 


"If you start becoming daretti like, I'll let you know," Dinua rubbed 
his back. 


"Provided I don't stab you with my lightsaber or snap your neck for 
doing it, sure," Doran tried to joke. 


Dinua's eyebrows shot up. "You would kill me?" 

"If I'm so far gone that you notice it, more than likely," Doran 
nodded. "It'll mean that I stopped caring enough to hide it and that 
everyone should bow before my fearsome power." 

"So becoming a darjetti means you become delusional?" 


"In a nutshell, yup." 


"That's a big problem. I won't even be able to tell the difference 
then." 


"Hey!" 
"You care too much to go dark, Di'kut," Dinua said fondly. 


"I definitely hope you're right," Doran stepped away from the sink 
and his arms encircled Dinua's slender waist. 


"Of course I am." Dinua tilted her head back slightly as he lowered 
his. 


And then the intercom blared as the entire ship shuddered. "All 
passengers, strap in. We were just pulled out of hyperspace by a Vongese 


mine. Skirata, Jeban, mind getting the turrets?" 


Doran reluctantly released Dinua, who in turn smiled wanly before 
giving his shoulder a squeeze and leaving the room. Doran watched 
her leave, and then tiredly turned his gaze back to the mirror. 


When he did, he nearly leaped out of his skin as he fell backwards 
onto his rear end. Staring out of the mirror was a moon-white wolf, 
eyes glittering intelligently. 


Lothal 


Doran reached out with the Force, ignoring the fact that the ship he 
was in was now shuddering from repeated plasma fire. Time itself 
slowed, sound becoming muted, the ship falling away around him. 
"What?" 


Lothal the wolf-like creature growled, seemingly emerging from the 
mirror to appear in his refresher. 


"I don't understand." Doran cautiously returned to his feet, reaching 
a careful hand out to the creature. He had met more than a few 
Force-sensitive creatures—birds, deer, fish, trees—in his journey, 
and knew that he could now add Force-sensitive refresher-mirror 
wolves to that list. "Tell me what you want." 


Lothal 


The ship rocked violently once more, the lights in his room going 
out. When they came back on, the wolf was gone and everything 
was normal again. 


"Thanks a lot!" Doran yelled out to the empty room, projecting his 
annoyance at the Force. "Can't you do something else besides teach 
those strong in you how to speak cryptically?" 


The ship shook again and Doran was knocked back down onto his 
butt. 


"Oh real mature," Doran scolded the Force with a groan. "There are 
other Jedi you could have gone to you know." 


A pulsing warning in the Force, and Doran dove out of his room 
and slammed the panel that controlled the mag-sealed door. A split 
second later, a plasma blast completely incinerated his room and 
everything that had been in it. 


"Fine! I'll do it!" Doran huffed in exasperation, sprawled out in the 
hallway. "Whatever it is you want me to do anyways." 


"You okay, kid?" One of the Ori'ramikade asked from further down 
the hall. 


"Just having a dispute with the Force," Doran dusted himself off and 
stood. "It won like usual." 


"Think the Force can get us out of this mess then? With the Vongese 
on our tail, we don't want to lead them to the waypoint." 


Doran staggered as the ship was violently jolted again. "Where are 
we?" 


"Somewhere between the D'Astan sector and Lothal Sector at the 
moment. A Vongese picketship and a squad of their fighters were 
waiting at the hyperspace junction connecting the Celanon Spur to 
the Outer Rim Trade Route. We were trying to reach Ibanjji. Can't 
go there now, obviously." 

"Wait, rewind. The D'Astan sector and where?" 

"Lothal. Are you sure you're okay kid?" 


"Set a course for the Lothal sector," Doran directed, giving the Force 
the best ‘evil eye' he could. Yes, even I got that blatantly obvious hint! 


"Lothal, what's there?" 
"Help...I hope," Doran relayed. 


The Mandalorian super-commando studied Doran for a moment 
before nodding. "I'll let the Vatok know." 


Doran followed the super-commando to the cockpit, vaguely 
listening to the super-commando repeat said instructions. 


"Doesn't matter what course we set,” Varok shook his head. "That 
last shot fried our hyperdrive. Our weapons are out and our shields 
are gone." 


The other commando's expression became stony as he pounded the 
bulkhead in frustration. "Then maybe today is a good day to..." 


He was cut off when a quintet of vessels dropped out of hyperspace, 


guns blazing. The Yuuzhan Vong fighters that had been swarming 
them were all shredded by a plethora of exploding warheads and 
laser-fire. The picketship that had been escorting the coralskippers 
didn't fare much better, lasting a few more seconds before the 
combined firepower of the five ships tore it to shreds. 


"Honestly guys, what would you do without me?" The voice of their 
rescuer filled the cockpit. A Sacul Aerospace StarSpeeder 5000 
broke formation to float in front of their battered ship. 


"Tracyn!" Doran gaped. 


"Tracyn Gedyc?" Both super-commandos looked to Doran in 
surprise. 


"Yeah," Doran hit the appropriate button. "Tracyn! Thanks for 
saving our shebse." 


"I figured I owed it to you Hairless Baby Wookie One," Tracyn's smile 
obvious in her voice. "You're just lucky we happened to be in the 
neighborhood and heard that a freighter matching the description of the 
one youre on blasted out of Gargon. You need a tow or can you make it 
to wherever it is you were going?" 


"Our hyperdrive is shot," Doran shook his head. "We need to get to 
the Lothal Sector for some reason." 


"That's a good sized jump away from here. It'll be faster if you scuttle 
your ship and board mine." 


Doran checked with the super-commandos for approval. 


"At this point, we don't really have a choice," one said. "Our ship's 
barely holding together as it is." 


"The offer is appreciated, Tracyn. We'll even let you blow apart the 
ship yourself. Give you street-cred for destroying a ship belonging 
to the Oriramikade." 


"I'm supposed to be allied with them now, Baby Wookie One," her 
amusement coming through the speakers. 


"Oh, right." 


"Just make sure to blow it up after we get off it," Vatok said wryly. 
"Friendly fire isn't." 


Four of the five ships returned to hyperspace, while the last one 
drew alongside the battered vessel Doran was on. Doran and the 
occupants of the cockpit met up with a soot-covered Jintar and 
slightly frazzled-looking Dinua at the airlock. 


"You two okay?" 
"Computer blew up in my face," Dinua grumbled. 
"The turret blew up in mine," Jintar added. 


"K'atini," Doran remarked with a smug smirk. This caused both 
Dinua and Jintar to punch opposite arms 


"Smart ass," Jintar grumbled. 


The airlock cycled and the group of four Mandos and a budding 
Jedi were greeted by an RX-series pilot droid. 


"Welcome aboard," the black-painted, red and gold-trimmed droid 
said perkily. "I'm Rexo, the co-pilot. I know this is your first time 
flying with me, but don't worry, it's mine too. I'm sure we'll get 
along splendidly. Now if you can please take your seats and make 
sure that the safety harnesses are secured over both your shoulders. 
You'll know it's secure when you hear the buckle make a clicking 
sound. If you have any luggage, feel free to store them in the 
storage compartments underneath your seats. As this is a Kyr'tsad- 
flagged ship, we respectfully ask that you cease any form of image 
recording or outbound transmissions. Nothing ruins a good flight 
like a rogue signal." 


The five people all looked to each other in bewilderment. 


"Just out of curiosity," Jintar said hesitantly. "What if we refuse to 
cease transmissions and image recording?" 


The red optics on the droid seemed to glow menacingly. "Then I am 
required to provide the following warning: I am equipped with an 
N7 Reaper-class disintegrator as well as a ZX flame projector and 
will be forced to use them if you fail to comply. Any attempt to 
disable me will result in the detonation of the baradium warhead 
within my chassis. In this enclosed space it will result in the deaths 
of everyone on board." 


"I was just curious," the bewildered Jintar held his hands up. "T'll 
obey your rules." 


"Excellent. Now if you could all get on board and we'll be underway 
shortly." 


"Even your Mando droid pilots are homicidal," Doran muttered 
under his breath to Dinua. "Who puts a disintegrator, flamethrower, 
and warhead into an RX droid?" 


"Good subterfuge," Vatok said lightly, stowing his pack under a seat 
as required and strapping himself in. "No one would expect a 
harmless RX-droid to turn the tables in a fight." 


"Never mind, I got my answer," Doran groaned, letting his head rest 
against the headrest of his chair. The heavily modified RX-series 
droid rolled its way back out of the room, ascending a ramp to the 
upper deck. A few seconds later, the very familiar blonde form of 
Tracyn Gedyc made her way down the same ramp. 


"Su'cuy," Tracyn greeted brightly. Rather than her usual black 
armor, she was wearing the form-fitting black outfit that normally 
went under said armor, with a simple khaki vest and pair of boots. 


"Just happened to be in the neighborhood, huh?" Vatok arched an 
eyebrow at the teen. 


"Yup, was putting RX-002 through a test run. Wanted to make sure 
the combat software upgrades didn't interfere with his pilot- 
programming." 


"Zero-Two'? So you have more of them," Clan Onyo's Ori'ramikade 
said inquisitively. 


"Zero-Zero-Zero and Zero-Zero-One blew up," Tracyn said impishly. 
"Hence the test-run. Fortunately they were the only one onboard 
their respective shuttles when they did blow up. Right now it's just 
me and Rexo on this ship." 


"And you managed to get your hands on RX droids...how exactly?" 


"The Ciutric Hegemony and Taris," Tracyn plopped down in one of 
the seats and strapped herself in. "With the Vongese taking them out 
last month-ish, the local branches of Star Tours ran out of business. 
Sold all their assets for cheap. I guess they didn't want to pay the 
‘droid tax' on their pilots. It's also how we got the StarSpeeders." 


Said droid pilot chimed in over the intercom a few seconds later. 
"Stand by, we're jumping to hyperspace now! Next stop, the Lothal 


Sector!" 
"Good to see you again, Tracyn," Doran smiled warmly. 


"Feeling's mutual. Though you could have skipped the whole ‘being 
chased by crazy aliens from another galaxy' part of the reunion." 


"You Mando girls are hard to impress, had to get your attention 
somehow," Doran laughed. 


"Gedyc," Dinua cut in with an odd note to her voice. "The Vongese 
knew that Wren was a Jedi. Do you know how that could be 
possible?" 


"What? The Vongese have Wren?" 


Doran looked sharply to Tracyn as he felt a spike of emotion, fear 
mixed with guilt at her outburst. He then turned his attention to 
Dinua, barely concealed anger radiating from her. 


"It's why we had to flee," Dinua stared down the teen in the seat 
opposite of her. "Everyone who knew that Hera was a Jedi would 
never betray her." 


Tracyn seemed to be in thought for a moment, before closing her 
eyes and cursing. "It had to be Vizsla." 


"Overlord Vizsla?" 


"Yeah, she must have felt threatened by Hera's success," Tracyn 
turned sorrowful blue eyes towards Doran. "With Hera's help, you 
successfully united the Kyr'tsad factions. Given that Hera is 
legitimately from the Vizsla line, Hera could have made a claim for 
the Overlord position." 


"So Verde came up with this plan all on her own? You didn't know 
anything about it?" Dinua pressed, with Doran looking to her in 
confusion. 


"Dinua, what..." 


"Be quiet," Dinua snapped at him. "She and Verde planned to 
backstab all the other Kyr'tsad factions even if they all had a 
common goal. Do you really think she'd hesitate to sacrifice one 
more person for her Empire?" 


"Dinua, you know Tracyn's not like that," Doran protested. "She 
doesn't just throw people away because they no longer have a use. I 
mean, she came with you and Jintar to Taris when I had my fit." 


"Thanks, Hairless Baby Wookie One," Tracyn said gratefully, not 
meeting his eyes. "Jeban, I mean it when I say that I haven't talked 
to Vizsla in several weeks. We split our factions and are trying to 
keep a low profile until the war with the Vongese is over." 


"She's telling the truth," Doran supplied. 


"Doran, I'm...with Jeban on this," Jintar finally spoke, grimacing as 
he did. He shrugged apologetically to Tracyn. "Kyr'tsadika, did you 
have anything to do with the Vongese finding out about Hera's 
identity as a Jedi?" 


Tracyn stared at Jintar for a very long moment, starting to shake 
her head, before turning the action into a nod. "Anything'? Then I 
suppose, yes. I was the one who convinced Verde to bring Hera into 
our plan. And I was the one who went along with whatever it is 
that Hera proposed. In a way, you could say that her being captured 
is my fault." 


"Tracyn," Doran protested, feeling her guilt spike. "You can't accept 
blame for what the Vong do. Unless you were the one to actually 
tell them that Hera was a Jedi, it's not your fault." 


"I didn't tell them," Tracyn looked down at the deck. "But I might as 
well have, getting her involved like I did. I'm sorry for getting all of 
you involved." 


Doran seeing Tracyn on the verge of tears, glared at his other 
friends. "Dinua, Jintar, leave her alone. She isn't lying! She came to 
help us! Why are you ganging up on her like that! " 


Dinua and Jintar glanced at one and other, and then Jintar held up 
his hands. "Sorry about that...we're just a little on edge after 
everything." 


"Yes," Dinua said stiffly, forcing herself to look away from Tracyn. 
"After we find some place safe to rest, I'll probably catch up on 
some sleep." 


Doran accepted their apology and turned his attention back to the 
petite Mando girl sitting in the jumpseats across from him. 
"Tracyn..." 


"T'll be okay, Baby Wookie One," Tracyn smiled weakly, swiping at 
the few tears that managed to escape. "I'm Kyr'tsad, you know. 
Nothing by a lying, backstabbing hu'tuun. You really shouldn't trust 
me like you do." 


"You're my friend." Doran said simply. 


Tracyn turned shining blue eyes towards him. "And you'll never 
know just how grateful I am that you are. I hope it always stays that 
way. No matter what." 


"Tt will." 
Tracyn bowed her head and nodded, but didn't say anything else. 


Doran was about to change subjects when he felt a thought, loud 
and clear, escape the emotional turmoil emitting from Tracyn. 


I know, I'm sorry. I'm really, really sorry. 
"Tracyn?" Doran said softly. 


Tracyn looked up, and then froze in place as if realizing that Doran 
had heard her thoughts. She quickly unbuckled her safety harness. 

"I... should go check on Rexo. Make sure he isn't piloting us into a 
comet or active battlefield, or something." 


FtF III FtF 


On the Outer Rim, Lothal was just as vulnerable to the Yuuzhan 
Vong as the Ciutric Hegemony or Taris. Yet, because it had been 
ravaged by the Empire during the Rebellion, with most of its 
factories also destroyed by said Rebellion during the fight for the 
planet, and with most of the planet glassed when the Empire 
realized it was about to lose the planet, it was as close to worthless 
to the alien invaders as a ball of space-rock. The Imperial Admiral 
responsible for the deaths of hundreds of millions through a 
terrifying application of Base-Delta-Zero, was Naomi Dargon. The 
massacre earned her a promotion to Moff, where she used her 
acumen to wreak further havoc among the Empire's enemies. She 
later went on to become Grand Moff of the Corellian sector, 
surviving for several years past the death of the Emperor. But in the 
end, she was out-schemed, living only to fall to Ysanne Isard's 
treachery. 


Twenty-plus years after the Empire, the once industrial-minded 


world of Lothal had been reduced to a mostly agrarian planet. 
Capital City had borne the brunt of the fight for the planet, its size a 
fraction of what it had once been. Its skyline had been dramatically 
changed as well, with the mushroom-shaped Imperial Complex 
completely destroyed, the Sienar Fleet tower razed, and the large, 
boxy Academy for Young Imperials in ruins. The pollution caused 
by the Empire's presence would still take decades to clear, the lack 
of factories actually helping the matter. Unfortunately for those on 
Lothal, their economic situation was actually worse than it had 
been pre-Empire, and its surviving population had largely fled in 
search of better opportunities. Some still remained behind, 
however, vowing to restore the planet for future generations. 


"We are entering Lothal's atmosphere now. On behalf of Kyr'tsad I would 
like to thank you for flying with us and I hope you enjoyed your trip. 
Please remain seated until the fasten safety-harness sign is deactivated 
and make sure your seats are in their upright positions." 


"Sorry about that guys, ignore the last part. Flight-safety was part of his 
core programming and we couldn't exactly change it without disrupting 
his piloting subroutines. Was there a specific city you wanted to land at, 
Baby Wookie One?" 


Doran reached over to tab the intercom. "The biggest one, I guess. 
The Force can be vague and confusing at times." 


"According to the comm-traffic, Capital City is the largest settlement on 
the planet. Not much of a city, but it has the largest concentration of 
people here. We'll head there and see if your Force can't be more 


helpful." 


"Any idea what we can expect, Doran?" Jintar asked. 


"Not a clue," Doran had already stretched his senses out and found 
that for a supposed 'dead' world, it was resonating strongly in the 
Force. It was like someone had taken a Force-nexus and dispersed it 
throughout the whole planet. As they entered the atmosphere, he 
felt the Force ripple, like the surface of a lake being hit by a large 
pebble. It was one seismic shift of a ripple, but looking at the 
others, it was clear they hadn't felt a thing. He realized they were 
waiting for more and shrugged sheepishly. "But this planet is strong 
in the Force, and the Force told me to come here, and bad things 
have happened to people who ignored the Force." 


"Wonderful," Dinua deadpanned. She gazed about the cabin. "I hope 
Gedyc has an armory aboard this vessel." 


"I do," Tracyn answered, climbing back down into the cabin of the 
freighter/transport. She walked over to a wall and pressed a button. 
The wall spun around to reveal a rack of gleaming blades, blasters, 
and explosives. "Never leave home without them." 


Doran just sighed and walked over to the display, picking up one of 
the smaller blasters. The other Mandalorians armed themselves with 
more death-inducing armaments and returned to their seats. "For 
the record, I don't think we'll need to use them." 


"We're Mandalorians, we like to overcompensate for our lack of 
brains," Vatok answered with a smirk. 


"Giving brainless people things that make other people go boom 
doesn't seem like the best of ideas," Doran pointed out. 


"Careful," Vatok playfully manipulated a throwing knife across his 
fingers. "We brainless people are easily offended." 


"You all might want to put something on other than Ori'ramikade 
training rags," Tracyn remarked with a smile. She pressed another 
button and a locker opened; this one with sets of clothing of various 
styles and sizes. 


"And you just had all this ready for us?" 


"Hey, we Kyr'tsad need to go on undercover missions too," Tracyn 
protested. 


After a couple of minutes of dressing—with Jintar taking an olive- 
green top and gray pants, Doran taking a garish orange 
construction-worker jumpsuit with a brown vest, and Dinua taking 
a pair of welding goggles and a gray set of top and pants, covered 
by a brown and orange construction-worker coveralls—the group 
was more or less ready. 


"Not exactly stylish," Jintar smirked at Dinua and Doran. 


"Yeah, well, nothing else fit me," Doran protested. "You found that 
outfit before I did." 


"Complain, complain, complain. What's your excuse, Jeban?" 


"Didn't want the Dikut to be the only ugly standout on the planet," 
Dinua said dryly. 


"Thanks a lot," Doran matched her tone. 


"We'll stay with the ship," Clan Onyo's Ori'ramikad gestured as the 
ship touched down. "We don't exactly blend in with a crowd of 
impoverish farmers." 


Eyeing their muscular forms and obvious soldier auras they were 
emitting, Tracyn smiled and nodded. "Good idea. Remember, don't 
mess with Rexo though, he might blow up." 


The group of four teens exited the StarSpeeder, and their nose 
immediately wrinkled at the smell that assaulted them. Stale, smoky 
air mixed with various scents common to an enclosed hangar bay 
washed over them. The primary problem was that the landing site 
wasn't even enclosed. In fact, the entire 'spaceport' consisted of one 
three-story building surrounded by a plethora of open-air landing 
pads. There were two large buildings that looked to be made of 
plastisteel acting as 'hangars,' and one 'control tower' a little off to 
the side. But for a once industrial world, the set up was more like 
something found on a back-backwater planet. 


"Welcome to Lothal," a cheery voice called out. A dark-skinned 
human wearing a breathing mask, carrying a tray of even more 
breathing masks, waved at them. "For just thirty credits each, you 
can have your very own, Lothal-made breath-masks. Keeps all those 
nasty particulate matters from getting into your lungs and ruining 
your day." 


"Is the air quality on this whole planet that bad?" Tracyn asked, 
covering her mouth with the front of her shirt and forking over 
enough credits so that everyone could have a breath mask. 


"We just had a windstorm sweep through the area," the merchant 
shook his head. "When the Imps took over, they reduced the nearby 
mountain range to rubble, so now the southern winds occasionally 
cause quite a bit of trouble. Does wonders for the local breath-mask 
economy though." 


"T'll bet," Doran agreed, breathing deeply once the mask was over 
his face. 


"Governor Syndulla is trying to scrounge up enough credits and 
labor to create an artificial barrier," the merchant volunteered with 
a friendly smile. "I can see you're off-worlders. Lothal always 
welcomes foreign investors. We may not look like much now, but I 
can promise that when we get back onto our feet, you'll be repaid 


many times over." 


"Governor Syndulla?" Doran repeated curiously, realizing that both 
Jintar and Dinua were content to let him talk. 


"Great woman," the merchant said. "Was this big hero during the 
days of the Rebellion, settled here after the war was over." 


"Sounds great too. Say, you wouldn't happen to know where the 
Wren family lives, would you?" 


The moment Doran asked the question, the merchant's friendly 
demeanor became forced. "Don't recognize the name, but then 
again, Lothal is a big planet. You might want to try some of the 
settlements in the south." 


"Will do," Doran said quickly, sensing that all three of his 
Mandalorian friends were about to speak up. "But since my friends 
and I are here, you mentioned something about investment 
opportunities? Who do we go to talk to about that?" 


"Oh, you'd want to go to Minister Vizago or Minister Azmorigan," 
the merchant's cheer returned. "They run what passes for the 
treasury department around here. You'll find them in Townhall 
smack in the center of town. Can't miss it, it's the only building still 
over ten stories tall still standing." 


"Thanks, and thanks for the breath masks," Doran returned the 
man's enthusiastic smile. 


"Not a problem, enjoy your stay on Lothal." 


"He was lying," Dinua said darkly once they were a good distance 
away. 


"Mom always taught me that if you want to make friends, you don't 
point blasters at them," Doran deadpanned. 


"Really? So that's what we Mandos have been doing wrong then," 
Jintar matched Doran's tone. "No wonder why nobody in the galaxy 
wants to be our friend." 


"Ha ha," Doran retorted as they walked through the very empty 
streets. "People here are already suspicious of outsiders who 
voluntarily come to this shell of a place. I mean, the last outsiders 
that took an interest reduced it to...well, look around you." 


Another flurry of wind brought with it dust and other particles, and 
Dinua calmly pulled her goggles over her eyes. 


"We should have thought of that," Jintar said, wincing and shielding 
his eyes the best he could with his hand. 


Doran took note of the vacant nature of the streets. "I guess the 
locals know better than to walk out in the middle of a dust storm. 
Good thing Tracyn got us these masks." 


"Maybe someone is selling goggles too," Tracyn said hopefully, 
squinting as the pushed onward. 


Fortunately, the wind died down again, leaving the quartet covered 
in a layer of dust. They brushed themselves off with a grimace, 
scanning the city for the center of town. It wasn't that hard to find. 
The merchant hadn't been kidding when he said it was the only tall 
building still standing. Looking as if it had once been an Imperial 
pre-fab structure, the sleek gray and black rectangular building 
definitely stood out amid the ramshackle houses that surrounded it. 


"I guess we go there," Tracyn noted. 


"Before another gust of wind turns us into walking sticks of 
charcoal," Jintar agreed. 


They made their way through the town and were than a little 
unnerved by the vacant, almost abandoned feel of what had once 
been the pride and joy of Lothal. Every street was empty, no 
laughter of children or sound of vendors hawking their wares, no 
whine of speeder engines or noise of traffic. The few people they 
did see were wrapped in layers of cloth, wearing goggles and 
breath-masks as they went about their business. 


"Is it just me, or are we walking through a ghost town?" Jintar said 
uneasily as they bypassed a massive crater between several blocks 
of two-story buildings. 


"Many lives were lost here, their pain leaves behind phantoms of 
who they once were," Doran breathed out into his breath mask. His 
eyes fluttered close as he reached out with the Force. "The people 
never had a chance. Screams, panic as green death poured down 
from above. No relief. Regret for rebelling, prayers for mercy going 
unanswered. Whole blocks vanishing, turned to ash. Like candles, 
they were snuffed out one by one." 


"Dikut. Doran!" 


Doran's eyes snapped back open, tears tracking through the soot 
that had adhered to his face. The stones and debris around him had 
been levitating in his distress, and they promptly plopped back 
down to the ground. He took a shuddering breath, and then 
another, trying to calm himself. 


"I know. Everything went wrong," a voice from a nearby alley said, 
regret surrounding every word. "We had underestimated the 
Empire's cruelty." 


The group turned, the Mandalorians all raising blasters in alarm. 
Emerging from the shadows of the alley was a middle-aged man in 
his forties, indigo-colored hair tied back in a pony-tail, with a 
matching colored beard. He was dressed in a simple farmer's garb, a 
wide-brimmed hat covering his head and hiding most of his face 
from view. He kept his hands out in a disarming gesture, his stance 
not showing an ounce of fear despite the weaponry pointed at him. 


"Who are you?" Dinua didn't lower her blaster. 


The man stepped out into the man street, and the group could see 
that most of his face had been badly disfigured by burns long 
healed. But it was his eyes though that caused the young group to 
shift uncomfortably. The man had the eyes of someone who had 
seen too much. "Just a local farmer. Leonis said you were looking 
for the Wren family." 


"Leonis?" 


"Jai Leonis. The merchant you brought your masks from," the man 
supplied. "He got word to me. I'm making a supply run down to 
their farmstead. Thought you might like to tag along." 


"You know the family well?" Doran asked, gesturing for the others 
to lower their weapons. 


"Fought alongside Hera Syndulla and Sabine Wren for this planet," 
the man led them to a large cargo skiff. "We were outgunned from 
the start, but we thought that if we could take the surface and show 
the Empire that they were no longer wanted, they'd just leave. 
Should have taken into account the homicidal maniacs they had in 
their employ." 


"What happened?" Tracyn asked, her blue eye shining with 


sympathy as her red one pulsed softly. 


"We took the planet," the war-weary man said softly, his eyes 
growing distant. "Captured Governor Pryce and the garrison on the 
surface. Holo-ed Moff Dargon and offered her her people back in 
exchange for the Empire leaving Lothal for good. Even had the city 
shield up to protect ourselves. I still remember her response, ‘Well, 
Rebels, if you want the planet so badly, you can have it.' She then 
ordered her fleet to fire on the planet, to fire on the fault-lines. A 
massive earthquake took out the power, and without power, the 
shield died. I got these burns as we tried to escape the Imperial 
Complex. Everyone who survived that day has a scar or two of their 
own, and those were the lucky ones. She flash-fried the oceans, 
blew apart whole mountain ranges. Her ships continued firing on 
the planet for three whole days. When it was over, Lothal, what was 
left of it, was freed from Imperial occupation." 


As if emphasizing the story, the bare landscape of the ravaged 
world continued to fly by. Whole swaths of ground gleamed 
brightly from superheated energy glassing the ground black. The 
brown-hued sky and black clouds only added to the reminder of the 
brutality the people of Lothal had faced. The group of teens—the 
Mandalorians sitting in the back cargo portion of the skiff and 
Doran in the passenger's seat—were silent, lost in thought, sobered 
by the story. 


It was Doran who spoke first, his words startling his friends. "Your 
daughter's in trouble, Ezra Bridger." 


"I know, the Loth wolves told me," Ezra replied, not denying the 
name Doran had used. "They also told me that you would be 
coming." 

"Loth wolves wouldn't happen to be giant, Force-using wolves that 
appear out of mirrors, would they?" Doran groaned when Ezra just 
chuckled. "I definitely got the invitation." 

"Wait a minute, he's Commander Wren's dad?" Jintar interrupted. 
"What giant, Force-using wolves?" Dinua asked in bewilderment. 


"How did wolves invite you to this planet?" Tracyn said at the same 
time as the others. 


"Yes, they exist, they pounded the message into my brain," Doran 
answered over his shoulder. 


"Sorry about that, they aren't exactly subtle." 
"No kidding." 


"If he's Commander Wren's dad, does that mean he's a Jedi too?" 
Tracyn asked over the stale wind howling by them. 


"Don't call me that!" Ezra snapped. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to 
sound so harsh. But I'm no Jedi. I don't deserve that title at all, not 
after what happened to my homeworld. My master always told me 
that Jedi are meant to protect people, not get them all killed." 


"Your master?" Doran tilted his head. 


"Caleb Dume," Ezra kept his gaze straight forward as his face 
became neutral. "Sacrificed a lot to help us escape the Imperial 
Complex when we screwed up the freeing of this planet. He passed 
away when my daughter was seven, his body just couldn't keep him 
going." 


"I'm sorry." 


"I am too," Ezra breathed out. He then forced a smile onto his face. 
"You, I expected. I guess I should have expected the Mandos as 
well." 


"They seem to think I'm hopeless without them," Doran sighed 
dramatically, trying to lighten the mood. "But they're handy to have 
around in a pinch." 


"Not to interrupt, but we're going north. I thought your family was 
to the south," Tracyn called out. 


Ezra began to count on one, burn-scarred hand. "In the past two and 
a half decades, I've had to keep on guard for Inquisitors, Kyr'tsad, 
deranged Force-users, Imperial fleets, and other Jedi. No way am I 
going to make it easy for them to find my family." 


"Your wife, two sons, and Hera," Jintar clarified. 
"Ephraim and Aran can take care of themselves, so can Hera. And 
Sabine will brain me with a paint can if I try to take care of her," 
Ezra shook his head. "It's everyone else I'm looking out for. You'll 
see what I mean when we get to my homestead." 


The trip took another hour across the flat, barren surface of the 


planet. Everywhere they went Doran could feel the residual pain 
and suffering suffusing the very essence of the planet. 


Ezra cast a sidelong glance at him. "It's like the very planet is 
hurting, isn't it?" 


"Exactly like that," Doran's head whipped around. "How do you 
even manage to deal with something like that?" 


"By doing my best to ease that pain a little at a time," Ezra 
responded, turning away again. "It's why the crew of the Ghost 
settled here after the Death Star was blown. An atonement of sorts. 
We let the people of this planet down. We're responsible for 
patching this planet up again." 


"And Hera...the Mando Hera, and her brothers?" 


"Ephraim, Little Zeb to his friends and sister, runs a supply convoy 
to keep the planet viable," Ezra answered back. "He spends most of 
his time off world. You've met Aran, he runs interference with any 
of the pirate groups that try to take advantage of the people of 
Lothal. And Hera, well, you know her. She wanted to start training 
a militia from the moment she read about the Cuy'val Dar in the 
historicrons. Which, by the way, was when she was six. It's why she 
went to Mando space to learn about what it means to be a 
Mandalorian." 


"This planet...it feels different than most of the worlds I've been on," 
Doran said hesitantly. 


"It's very strong with the Force," Ezra said with an enigmatic smirk. 
"Again, you'll see what I mean when we reach the farmstead." 


"I'm starting to get really curious about this farmstead," Tracyn 
voiced. "Any hints?" 


"Where would the fun be in spoiling it?" Ezra chuckled softly. "You'd 
be Tracyn Gedyc by the way, am I right? The reformed leader of 
one of the Death Watch factions?" 

"What? How?" 


"Hera's talked a lot about you all in her calls home," Ezra smiled 
lopsidedly. "Told me about all the fun times you get into." 


"I hope she didn't tell you about all the fun times," Jintar said 


sheepishly. 


"I'm sure she leaves plenty out. I just wanted to thank you all for 
being her friend. She sees embracing her Mandalorian side as an 
abandonment of her family, of me, and I know it eats at her. The 
fact that she has a home away from home has really helped her 
out." 


"How did you react when she said she was going to follow the 
Resol'nare>" Dinua asked, cocking her to the side. 


"T wasn't that shocked. Hera looks like her mother a lot, has a lot of 
her mother's personality too. As much as I would have loved to 
have her learn the ways of the Force, we all have to follow our own 
path." 


"And the fact that Clan Vizsla wanted her and her mom dead?" 
Tracyn asked tonelessly. Doran gazed over his shoulder to look at 
her, but he couldn't get a reading off of her one way or another. 
"Sending her away from this planet is practically inviting Vizsla to 
target her." 


"What happens, happens for a reason," Ezra answered the young 
leader of the rebel Mandalorian faction. "No matter what has 
happened or will happen, the only thing we control is how we 
react." 


"Great, more Jedi mystic-talk," Dinua groaned aloud. 


"What did you expect? That's what we specialize in," Doran piped 
up. 

"How long is this journey again?" Dinua sighed. "Because I don't 
think my brain can take any more Jedi-mystic talk." 


"Don't worry, we're close to the dropping-off point," Ezra grinned 
mischievously over his shoulder. 


Doran felt the changes in the Force around them and his jaw 
dropped. "What..." 


Ezra put a finger to his lips. "I'll try to keep the rest of you awake, 
but not having the Force might knock you out for a bit." 


"Knock us out?" Dinua said suspiciously, eyes darting to a wide-eyed 
Doran. "Doran are..." 


"We'll be okay," Doran answered carefully. "Just...well, look on the 
bright side, we Jedi won't be talking about mystic stuff." 


"Then wha...wait, we're sinking into the ground!" Tracyn's eyes 
bulged, jerking herself closer to the center of the cargo pad as the 
ground continued to grow ever closer. 


"Wolves!?" Jintar gasped, as hulking, speeder-sized creatures 
suddenly appeared running alongside them. 


"Where'd they come from?" Dinua blurted. 


"Never mind that, we're still sinking into the ground!" Tracyn yelled 
as the side of the skiff seemed to disappear into the ground. 


For his part, Doran was marveling at the swirling waves of Force 
energy. In all his travels he had never experienced something like 
this...not that he knew what 'this' was in the first place. It was like a 
bubble of Force energy was wrapping around the cargo skiff, 
distorting the Force outside of it. And then Doran's vision went 
crazy as the world flattened out around him. His head spun and he 
reflexively gripped the front of the speeder, or at least tried to. His 
mind couldn't comprehend what was happening. As he reached out, 
his hands appeared somewhere behind him, and he knew it without 
even turning around. It was as if two ends of a cosmic string were 
being forced together by the sheer will of the Force and he was 
looking at the world through a carnival mirror. 


And then all at once it was over. The speeder emerged back out 
onto the desolate flatlands of Lothal, but with one major difference. 
Doran didn't even have to have the Force to know that they were on 
a completely different part of the planet. For one, the sun was just 
beginning to rise on the horizon and the surrounding bleakness 
looked completely different. For two, there were towering cliff-sides 
radiating with Force energy directly in front of them. Something he 
was absolutely certain hadn't been there before. 


The sudden transport finally caught up to his brain, the 
disorientation twisting his head and stomach at the same time. 
Doran stumbled out of the speeder and promptly threw up what 
little there was in his stomach. After one last dry heave, he looked 
up to check on his friends. Both Jintar and Tracyn were completely 
unconscious, sprawled across the supplies on the back of the cargo 
skiff. To his surprise, however, Dinua was still awake, looking just 
as ill as he felt. Like him, she had stumbled off the skiff and lost her 
own meal. He reflexively reached out with the Force to soothe her 


and blinked wildly as he heard her thoughts and emotions. He 
could almost hear her determination to remaining conscious to 
protect him, to ensure that he remained unharmed. Unfortunately 
her body wouldn't obey her wishes, and after throwing up, the 
Mandalorian teen collapsed, fighting to stay conscious. 


Doran used the Force to restore himself and quickly made his way 
to her side. "Dinua, it's okay." 


He felt Ezra step up behind him, the older Jedi kneeling and placing 
a hand on Dinua's head. "She's definitely a Mandalorian. That's one 
powerful will she has." 


"Will she be okay?" 


"It probably would have been better if she had let the trip knock her 
out. The fact that she was able to stay conscious tells you just how 
strong she is. Just give her brain a moment to reset," Ezra 
explained, rising from his examination. "Probably doesn't help that I 
was never able to master the Force Portal technique like the Loth 
Wolves. They can normally do it without any ill-effects. But then 
again, they can normally do things that wouldn't be considered 
normal, even by those who can use the Force." 


Dinua's eyes snapped back open, her hand going for her blaster. 
"Easy," Doran said quickly. 


"Dikut?" He could see the Mandalorian teen evaluating the 
situation. 


"Jedi mystical stuff," Doran supplied in explanation. "Take it easy. 
Dinua slowly rose to a seated position with Doran's help, sharp 
brown eyes picking out the niches carved all along the cliffs before 
them. She exhaled and just sagged back into Doran. "Have I 
mentioned how I hate your Force?" 

"More than a few times," Doran remarked glibly. 

"Gedyc and Skirata?" 


"Still out cold. Ezra said it probably would have been easier on you 
if you let yourself get knocked out too." 


"You're a Dikut," Dinua lightly elbowed him, and then used him to 


help herself stand. "If the three of us were knocked out, who knows 
what crazy trouble you'd find yourself in." 


"How did you manage to stay conscious?" Doran said after a few 
seconds. "I had to use the Force to shield myself from that trip." 


"Detached myself from reality," Dinua answered, sounding slightly 
reserved. "Like I did in Rook's base." 


Doran swallowed heavily. "I'm...ouch! What was that for?" 


"Go use your mystic hand-waving to wake up Skirata and Gedyc," 
Dinua said pointedly. 


Doran caught her change of subject and went with it, allowing 
Dinua to do a mental reset. "Going to gloat how a measly mystic 
energy made them pass out but not you?" 


"Of course," Dinua grinned back at him. 


Ezra watched the entire exchange with a small, sad smile. Doran 
caught the unguarded emotions and looked to the older Force-user 
questioningly. Ezra just shook his own head and gestured back to 
the cargo skiff. Doran inclined his head and went on to wake up his 
friends. 


"I don't see any farmsteads," Dinua said to Ezra. "I only see those 
cliffs." 


"You seem to think little of the Force," Ezra said in turn. "Why is 
that?" 


"It's not so much the Force as the people that use it," Dinua 
shrugged, her eyes following Doran. "Of course there are a few 
exceptions, but Jedi, dark Jedi, all they do with their power is make 
the galaxy worse off. Strip the Force from them and they'd just be 
contemptible despots and oligarchs, no different than the very 
people they depose." 


"And the few exceptions?" Ezra asked neutrally, the young 
Mandalorian's feelings for Doran not at all hidden. 


Dinua, as if realizing that Ezra was reading her, looked sharply at 
him. His own eyebrows rose ever so slightly as the open book she 
had been suddenly became a fortified vault. The only emotions 
coming from her were as neutral as a computer processor. "Why 


does it matter?" 

"In ten, twenty years, when he joins the ranks of the other Jedi 
changing this galaxy, will he still be a friend to you?" Ezra asked 
evenly. "Or will you have grouped him with all the other Force 
users, the despots and oligarchs?" 


Dinua's brown eyes flashed, the only sign of emotion. "That will 
never be Doran." 


"Try to remember that." 


"Wow, where are we?" Jintar's voice ended the conversation before 
Dinua could ask why. 


"Close to my home," Ezra answered as the other rejoined them. He 
pointed to one of the caves in the cliffs. "It's right through there." 


"How far did we travel?" Tracyn said in disbelief. 


"A thousand plus kilometers," Ezra said. "Give or take. I never 
actually measured the distance." 


"How?" Jintar said blankly, looking to Doran. 

"The Force," Doran shrugged. 

Jintar stared at the towering cliffs, then back to Doran. "You know, 
I get the feeling we should just use that answer for all our questions 


here." 


"Safe bet," Doran laughed. "You three now get to see my side of the 
galaxy." 


"Oh boy." 


"Too late to pass?" Jintar added. "Scout, Kina Ha, and Jusik are all 
the Force I need in my life. " 


"If we let him go alone..." Dinua trailed off pointedly. 
"She has a point," Tracyn sighed. 
"Yeah." 


"Great, you three just formed your first Mandalorian comedy 
troupe," Doran returned with a glare. 


"Just a word of warning," Ezra interrupted. 
"Huh?" 


"I don't exactly have full control of the...farmstead. It likes to test 
new visitors." 


"What do you mean? And I swear if you say ‘you'll see’ again I'm 
going to glare ineffectually at you," Jintar drawled. 


Ezra's burned face twisted into a wry smile. "You'll see." 
FtF Chapter End FtF 


A\N: And so begins the 'Hera Wren' arc of this story. Hope you 
enjoyed the start of another wild, five-chapter ride. I'm planning to 
have one last story arc (Doran's finale arc) after this, but might 
make it seven chapters instead of five...we'll see. 


As you may have noticed, my version of the SW Rebels universe 
doesn't exactly follow canon. That's what happens when you have 
Jedi who meddle with time. In 'Fish' canon, the Specters more or 
less follow their season one and two arcs, but things begin to 
diverge at the end of Season Two. Echu Shen-Jon, not Ahsoka, 
becomes their Jedi of the past’, and while Thrawn is busy doing is 
SW Legends-verse stuff, a nasty piece of work called Naomi Dargon 
(a canon character) turns the 'Rebels' storyline into something less 
kid-friendly. You'll learn the fates of Phoenix Squadron , Iron 
Squadron, and a few of their allies in the next chapter, due up next 
week. 


22. Forging Life 
Forging Life 
FtF I FtF 


Dinua cautiously made her way through the stone walkway that 
Ezra had miraculously made appear in what appeared to have been 
a stone wall within a cave. She was alone, this obviously-not-a- 
farmstead no doubt testing her. When the path had sealed itself 
behind her, she had felt a small amount of panic, but then just as 
quickly battered the panic away. She was a Mandalorian, aimed to 
be an Oriramikad, and there was no way she'd let a mystical Jedi 
place scare her. She contemplated drawing her plasma blaster, but a 
part of her knew that it wouldn't be needed. 


Everything she had learned about Jedi before she had met Doran 
echoed in the back of her mind. Jedi were pacifists, hypocrites, 
cowards, thinking words and their Force could solve the galaxy's 
problems. Her mind's image of Jedi post-meeting Doran had 
changed only slightly. She considered Doran an outlier, a rare Jedi 
who could actually get things done. It helped that he hadn't been 
classically trained by the Jedi school on Yavin Four, that he actually 
had more life-experience than many others his age. 


A bright light shone at the end of the darkened walkway, and Dinua 
instinctively raised her hand to shield her eyes from the glare. But 
then she could hear voices, a male and a female. She frowned and 
walked towards the bright light to try to make out what the voices 
were saying. 


"Cyare, Briika, if I do this mission, you and Dinua will be set for life. 
The Imperial government on Carida is offering a royal sum to help train 
the stormtrooper garrison there for two years. It's an easy gig with 
minimal danger. I'll train the rusure there and then you, me, and Dinua 
can live off my earnings for the rest of our lives." 


"Riduur, you know how I feel about you taking any assignment without 
me watching your back." Dinua let out a soft gasp as she recognized 
her mother's voice. "We haven't done separate ops since we pledged 
ourselves to each other." 


"I know. But it's a training mission, Briika. Not like I'm going after some 
dangerous bounty or fighting off some super powerful Jedi. You and our 
little one will be safe here. The Skiratas promised me that they'd keep an 


eye out on the both of you while I'm gone." 


Dinua was close enough to now see into the shimmering white 
glow, a hand flying over her mouth as the image of her very 
pregnant mother and a man that had to be her father came into 
view. She could see now that she had inherited her olive-brown 
skin and dark hair from her father. Her mother was younger than 
she remembered, her pale face showing none of the stress and pain 
that Dinua thought always seemed to surround her. 


"Just a training mission on Carida?" 


"Orihaat." Dinua's father said solemnly, kissing the top of Briika's 
head. At the same time, Dinua frowned, the name Carida seemed 
familiar to her, but she just couldn't place it. "I'd never leave our 
daughter fatherless on some fool's quest for credits. The contract says all 
I have to do is train those bucketheads for two years for a flat rate of 
five million credits. On Manda'yaim, that will be enough for the three of 
us to live out the rest of our days in comfort and happiness. Just think, 
no more missions, no more bounties. You, me, and Dinua working on a 
farm on our homeworld, living out the rest of our lives in contented 
peace." 


"Dikut, you always were a dreamer." Dinua watched her mother smile 
and felt her heart thump loudly. In the fourteen years of her young 
life, she had never seen her mother once smile like that. A smile of 
happiness and affection. She had always been told that her father 
was some Mandalorian Briika had had a random hook up with. But 
seeing this, seeing her mother so at peace that she barely 
recognized Briika. Dinua weakly reached out towards the pair. "But 
okay. Just make sure you call every weekend and you better not get 
yourself killed by a green recruit." 


"That would be an embarrassing way to go," Dinua's father laughed, 
gently placing a hand on Briika's swollen stomach. "I'll stay until this 
ad is born. You're due any week now, right?" 


"Any day more like it. She's a lively one. You sure Carida won't need 
you right away?" 


Dinua heard the name of the planet again and then color drained 
from her face as she finally remembered where she had heard it 
before. She remembered that Carida had been utterly destroyed 
when a rogue Jedi had exploded the system's sun with a 
superweapon. "No. Don't let him go." 


"Did you hear something?" Briika asked, looking around with a frown. 


"Don't let him go to Carida," Dinua whispered, eyes wide as she 
realized that her mother could hear her. "Mom, don't let him go to 
Carida no matter what!" 


Dinua reached a shaking hand out to the barrier of glowing energy. 
She had to stop her father from going to Carida. If she did and her 
father lived, then maybe he would have had her mother's back and 
her mother would still be alive. Thoughts, possibilities about what 
could have been whirled around her mind. But before she could 
even summon the courage to push through the barrier, the scene 
vanished. 


"No!" Dinua yelled out, taking several frantic steps forward. Where 
the glowing white energy had been was just more of the stone 
passageway and another glowing field further down. Dinua quickly 
ran down the hallway. 


She had to stop her father from leaving. Had to. 


She skidded to a halt in front of the next barrier as the image 
reformed. She was once again staring at her parents, and she was 
more than elated to realize that both of them were older, yet just as 
happy as before. 


"Dinua?" She heard her father call out. "Blast, where is that girl?" 
"Training for her verd'goten, where else?" Briika retorted with a laugh. 
"Ever since those Vongese started causing trouble she's more determined 
than ever to ‘do her part for Manda'yaim'. She's trying to be a good 
example for her brothers." 


"As long as her training doesn't take her to places like Carida. Have I 
ever thanked you for convincing me to stay here by the way?" 


"Not recently," Briika smiled seductively. 

"Gotta love the retired life. So much free time." 

The romance was interrupted by a frantic banging on the door. 
Dinua's father cautiously grabbed a scattergun from beneath the 
kitchen sink and opened it. Dinua herself was mildly surprised to 
see a younger version of Jintar standing there, panting heavily. 


"You guys have to get out of here!" 


"What, what's going on, Skirata?" Dinua's father frowned. 


"Mand'alor, he was leading a group of Ori'ramikade on a mission for the 
Vongese. The only thing is, he used that mission to try and warn the 
New Republic about the threat of the Vongese. A firefight ensued and 
Mandalor was killed by one of those staff-weapons the Vongese use. The 
Vongese are coming to ensure Manda'yaim’'s obedience for the rest of the 
war. They're going to target all major dwellings!" 


"Wait, how would you know that?" 


"My uncles Atin and Fi were with the team Mand'alor took on the 
mission. They only just got back. Most of the team was killed. You have 
to get to cover!" 


To Dinua's great horror, she saw the flash of a plasma barrage plow 
into the ground just outside the house. More plasma rained down. 


"We have to find Dinua!" Briika yelled out in panic. 


Another bright flash, and the image faded way, leaving yet another 
length of stone corridor before Dinua. The Mandalorian teen moved 
forward with shaking footsteps, her heart beating loudly in her 
chest. Another glowing portal shimmered as she rounded the next 
corner, and with a sense of dread in her stomach, she approached it. 


Unlike before, she was no longer staring at her house. She was now 
gazing into the bridge of a ship. A Star Destroyer of some type if the 
red triangular prow outside the viewport was anything to go by. 


"Sir, their holding force has been destroyed. The main body of the 
Mandalorian forces remains in a defensive position above their planet." 


"Contact the Kyr'tsad," a voice that sounded familiar yet alien at the 
same time. There was no warmth, no emotion. Dinua had a 
sickening feeling twist her heart. A feeling that only intensified 
when she saw the image of who was answering his hail. "Overlord 
Gedyc, we've cleared the way. Now to break the backbone of the 
Mandalorian resistance." 


"They will fight to their last," an embittered and hated-filled Tracyn 
said with icy cold certainty. What surprised Dinua the most was 
that Tracyn's eyes were matching blue, as if she had never lost her 
eye to the Yuuzhan Vong's pet. "We'll use the Vizsla cannon to...show 
them the error of their ways." 


"And then we'll move in for the kill," the hooded figure said agreeably. 
"Your people thought they could betray the galaxy in the Vong War. 
Helped the Vong kill trillions, including my parents. It seems only fitting 
that since they cared so much for this little pocket of galaxy, it can be 
their grave." 


"Truer words have never been spoken." 
"Deploy your weapon when ready." 


The evil version of Tracyn inclined her head. "For Manda'yaim. For 
our alliance." 


Her hologram flickered off. The hooded figure let out a harsh laugh 
that chilled Dinua to her bones. "Gedyc is even more foolish than 
Vizsla was. Fire-control. Let them fire one shot. When they charge up for 
a second I want you to concentrate your firepower on this portion of 
their flag." 


"Sir?" 


"They might have a different name for themselves, but the Kyr'tsad are 
Mandalorians all the same. It's better to wipe all of them out now than 
to deal with a resurgent Mandalorian Empire in the future. Besides, Jedi 
and Mandalorian have always killed one and other throughout history. 
Why should the present be any different?" 


"Understood, calculating targeting solutions now. The Kyr'tsad flagship is 
priming its primary weapon now...weapon discharging." 


Dinua could only watch helplessly as a roiling ball of energy blazed 
its way across space and erupted in the center of the Mandalorian 
fleet. The ball of energy erupted and dozens of ships were destroyed 
in a single blast. 


"Kyr'tsad flagship is priming its primary weapon once more." 

"Open fire." 

Dinua found herself holding her breath as the blood-red Star 
Destroyer unloaded on a vessel of Mandalorian design. The crew of 
the Mandalorian vessel was caught off guard as great gouts of flame 
exploded all across its bow. 


"Jedi scum! You dare stab us in the back?" Tracyn's image snapped 
back over the holo-emitter. "Helm fire on the Kell Dragon with 


everything you have!" 


'I'd get out of that armor if I were you, Mandalorian," the sneer in the 
hooded-figure's voice was mocking. 


"Overlord Gedyc, we're detecting a major failure in the power 
regulators!" A voice yelled out from behind Tracyn's bloodied form. 
The Death Watch leader's eyes grew round. "Shut the weapon down!" 


"It's too late!" 


A crackle of electricity splashed across the holographic image, 
Tracyn's death-scream filling the comm before the hooded figure 
gestured and shut off the transmission. Dinua caught one look of 
the figure inside the hood and her worst fears were confirmed when 
a yellowed eyed Doran stared back at her. 


Directly at her. 
"Another Mandalorian, huh." 


Dinua took a step back, the coldness in his voice stunning her. "D... 
Doran, it's me. Dinua! Dinua Jeban." 


"I don't care what your name is, Mandalorian. But I'll help you join that 
nice long march with the rest of your kind." 


Purple lightning crackled on the tips of Doran's fingertips and he 
held out a single hand. Dinua fell back onto her bottom as the 
lightning streaked out towards her in slow motion. And then the 
glowing window into whatever twisted future it had been showing 
her, closed. 


Dinua's hand rested over her breastbone as her heart pounded and 
she worked to supply saliva to her very dry mouth. She didn't know 
what had happened or if any of it had been real. She only knew that 
she suddenly wanted out of this narrow passage and to be with her 
friends once more. 


And then, as if granting her wish, the world around her went black. 
[-I-I-I-I 
Tracyn Gedyc was having no better luck than her Mandalorian 


sister-in-arms. The path Ezra had opened for her had closed behind 
her as well, but rather than a passageway, Tracyn found herself 


staring up at an impossibly tall mountain. She would have ignored 
the mountain, but she also realized that the only way out of 
wherever she was was a door on top of said mountain. 


So she began her long trek upwards, shivering slightly at the cold 
wind that swirled around, the permafrost crunching beneath her 
feet. She wasn't sure what type of test this was supposed to be, but 
she had endured a lot worse in her seventeen years of life and she 
wasn't about to let the elements get to her. Another crunch as her 
boots pushed into the ground. Something about the sound made her 
pause and look down. 


It was then she let out a horrified gasp and took several, crunching 
steps backwards. Beneath a thin layer of ice were the bones of many 
people, a majority of them Mandalorian. 


Sacrifices must be made for the good of Kyr'tsad, a zephyr whispered, 
its cold caress causing Tracyn's pale skin to grow even whiter. 


For Kyr'tsad and the Mandalorian Empire reborn. 


Tracyn began to run up the mountain, trying hard not to think 
about the bones crunching beneath her feet. Images shimmered out 
of the corner of one eye, and Tracyn turned her head for a better 
look. Hovering in the air like a holo-projection were both her 
parents standing before a younger, sobbing version of herself. 


"You are a daughter of the Gedyc bloodline, enemy of Mandalore and 
everything he stands for, you will fight and kill for the Empire our people 
deserve." 


"But mommy, he didn't even do anything to us. How is killing him going 
to restore our Empire?" Tracyn struggled to keep her face 
expressionless as she knew what came next. She watched 
dispassionately as her seven-year old self was rocked by another 
hard slap, collapsing to the ground. 


"Showing mercy to anyone who refuses to renounce their loyalty to 
Mandalore only makes him stronger. Only causes our history to slip 
away ever further. Now you will either pick up that blaster and execute 
our prisoner or I will tell the Overlord not to worry about your rations 
for the next two weeks and do the job myself. Either way, this huu'tun 
who thought to kill members of our faction is dead." 


'Tl...I'll do it." The young Tracyn sobbed, small hands scrambling to 
grip the blaster. 


"Good girl. I knew you would make the right decision. Remember, 
Kyr'tsad comes before all else. Friends, family, are meaningless until the 
Mandalorian Empire rises once more." 


"I understand, mommy," Tracyn whispered the words aloud with 
her younger self. "For Kyr'tsad." 


Tracyn didn't even flinch as the sound of a blaster firing echoed off 
the mountainside, and then wearily resumed her trek upwards. She 
remembered that moment well. That was the last lesson her parents 
had imparted on her before dying in the service of the Overlord 
they had chosen to serve. 


The climb was a slow one, Tracyn finding herself growing immune 
to the bitter cold swirling all around. The air off the side of the 
mountain shimmered, and Tracyn saw yet another of her memories. 
This time when she was thirteen, just after her Verd'goten. The very 
second the image solidified into a recognizable picture, Tracyn 
wanted to look away. Despite that feeling, she forced herself to 
watch, knowing what she would see. 


Her very young, just-turned-thirteen year old self was sprawled out 
atop a messy bed. Her blue eyes were devoid of emotions, her face 
expressionless as she just laid there. 


"Remember, it's your duty to see that the Kyr'tsad bloodline continues." 
A ghostly voice whispered, his shadow cast over her small form as 
he loomed above her. "Feelings are not something you can allow. Your 
body does not belong to you but to Kyr'tsad, to the dream so many of us 
have died for. If you will not lead, then you will provide us with one who 
will. No matter what, the Mandalorian Empire must rise again. For 
Kyr'tsad." 


"For Kyr'tsad," the Tracyn in the image whispered back absently as if 
dazed. 


"You, daughter of the Gedyc family line, cannot let your feelings 
interfere with our mission. You are the instrument from which we will 
rise from the ashes once more. You are the vessel for which the Kyr'tsad 
spirit will live on. Kyr'tsad above all else." The ghostly voice paused 
and looked to someone next to him. "Give her some more spice, she's 
starting to come out of it. Once she's settled down it will be your turn. 
Remember Tracyn Gedyc, it is a great honor to give your body to the 
Kyr'tsad. You will be well rewarded by our ancestors when your time 
comes. For Kyr'tsad." 


Tracyn watched dispassionately as her younger self was injected 
with another dose of hallucinogenic, her jaw grinding at the sight. 
The image dissolved into motes of snow, the harsh wind blowing 
even harder all around. She remembered every single moment, 
every single night. She had not always been the leader of the Gedyc 
faction. Bikad Reau, the now deceased leader of the Reau faction of 
Death Watch had been first. The faction her parents had been a part 
of had been absorbed by Bikad, and she had become an invaluable 
pawn when it was discovered she had Gedyc blood running through 
her veins. The nightly sessions started immediately after her 
Verd'goten. It went on for several months before she and several who 
had been loyal to her parents' old faction, launched a successful 
coup. Bikad and a small band of loyalists escaped, and she suddenly 
found herself in charge of the second-largest faction of Kyr'tsad. 


Since then, she had ruled Clan Gedyc using the lessons that had 
been taught to her. Deceit, lies, misdirection, and backstabbing had 
been all she had known since she had been a baby. And it was still 
all she knew. Even now, just thinking about her 'friends,' had her 
feeling the same icy cold on the inside as the arctic breeze blowing 
all around. Friends. Jintar, Dinua, even Doran, they had all been 
nice to her, helped her. But in the end, just as she had been, they 
were all pawns. Everything she did, every decision, choice, word 
spoken, were all for her people. For the dream of a Mandalorian 
Empire. For Kyr'tsad. 


A particularly loud crunching noise under her boot had her look 
down. This time she paled as a partially decomposed corpse of 
Dinua Jeban stared up at her from beneath the ice. She took 
another hasty step forward. Jintar Skirata's lifeless gaze filtered 
through his sapphire prison. Another step. Hera Wren. Ram 
Zerimar. Ghes Orade. She was sprinting now, images of the people 
she had sacrificed throughout the years staring up back at her. One 
more giant step, and the ice gave way beneath her foot. 


Tracyn let out a strangled yell, trying to pull her foot free, but then 
stopped when she realized that it was partially embedded in Doran's 
body. She fell back onto her rear, panting, eyes wide. They were 
just pawns, all of them. She didn't care about them really. Couldn't 
afford to care about them. Everything was for the Empire. 
Everything. 


Another shimmering image formed. This time showing very recent 
events. 


"If you're sure, then lean close and we will tell you who the Jedi on 


Gargon is." 
"Speak then." 


"The Jedi's name is Hera Wren," Verde Vizsla's image said matter-of- 
factly, her past-self nodding in agreement. "She hides her abilities 
from your creatures with a specialized collar. By now she and her team 
are probably back out in the wastes of Gargon, training away from the 
other recruits so as to avoid your patrols." 


"And you would just volunteer this information?" 


"I have heard that your people do everything for the honor of your 
Domain," Tracyn said neutrally. "This is a similar case. Everything I do 
is for Kyr'tsad and the Empire we are trying to forge. Those not part of 
this vision are disposable. If there are those whose deaths will help our 
cause, they are also disposable. The current Mandalorian leaders seek to 
keep them weak and pathetic. As a true warrior, I am sure you can see 
how those who follow Vizsla and myself might object to that. By giving 
you Hera Wren, we are making Mand ‘alor weaker, we are removing a 
Jedi from the field, and making Kyr'tsad stronger. We will work with the 
Yuuzhan Vong so long as it fits our needs. Just like I am sure the 
Yuuzhan Vong will work with us so long as we remain of use. Until 
Mandalor and his people are deposed, an alliance between Kyr'tsad and 
the Yuuzhan Vong will only benefit both sides." 


"You make a compelling argument. I suppose the reports that you are 
friends with this Hera Wren are false then?" 


"Very much so. I am the Overlord of Clan Gedyc, future leader of the 
Mandalorian Empire Reborn. I have no friends." 


The image once again dissolved into flurries of snow, leaving a 
numbed Tracyn sitting on the frosted ground. The memories 
shattered the facade she had been presenting to her 'friends,' 
reminding her that no matter what happened, she couldn't afford to 
care about them. She pulled her foot free of Doran's corpse and 
began to stride forward, head held high. The harsh wind died away 
at her acceptance, the skies clearing. 


It was then she realized that the entire mountain was made up of 
skeletons. At the very top of the mountain was a Kyr'tsad banner for 
Clan Gedyc, the fabric soaked in blood. Tracyn took in both facts 
without emotion, her lone blue eye no longer gleaming with any 
sort of kindness. The doorway she had seen from the bottom was 
present as well, and she could see a stone passageway within. 


Standing at the very summit of the mountain of bones, Tracyn took 
one last look around, her eyes lingering on the flag. 


"For Kyr'tsad." 


She stepped into the passageway, her vision swam, and all went 
dark. 


I-II-I-I-I 


Jintar took one look around at his surroundings, blinking as his 
eyes adjusted to the change in lighting, and groaned. "No, no, no. 
No stupid Jedi tests! I'm not a Jedi. I don't ever want to be one! And 
I so don't want to deal with this right now." 


"It could be worse," the shimmering figure of Scout said with a 
laugh, looking closer to his age than the nearly six decades she had 
been alive. "You could have Master Yoda or Grumpy Jusik here." 


"A Hutt's pleasure yacht is the last place I expect to see you," Jintar 
said wryly, standing at the very prow of a massive sailbarge 
coasting through the skies of Nar Shadda. "And it is really you, 
right? Not some image my brain has conjured up and sustained by 
the Force?" 


"Who knows," Scout smiled again, her form shimmering with a blue 
glow. 


"Not helpful. What are we doing here?" 


"Oh, look, its Gardantus the Hutt," Scout pointed to the opposite 
side of the sailbarge where a particularly large Hutt was reclining 
on a hover platform enjoying a lavish feast. 


"Gardant...wait, he's the Hutt that owned my mom!" He focused on 
the hover platform and his heart skipped a beat. "There! That's my 
mom! But how...?" 


"Time and the Force are two different things," Scout answered back, 
walking side-by-side with him as they wove around the crowded 
topdeck. "Just because your mom is dead in the present doesn't 
mean she wasn't alive at some point in time. And since the Force 
connects all living things..." 


"My head really hurts now," Jintar swallowed, taking another step 
closer. He focused on his mother and was mildly surprised to see 


that she looked a lot like Dinua. The same skin-tone, the same dark 
hair. His mom's eyes were hazel, though, her face wider, and hair 
done up in a long ponytail that reached the backs of her thighs. She 
was wearing a standard Hutt slave-garb, lounging very unhappily 
on a pile of very comfortable-looking pillows. "My uncles...dad, 
they all told me about her, but I never saw..." 


"She really was beautiful," Scout's smile turned whimsical. "I'm so 
sorry we were unable to save her, Jintar." 


"It's...well, it's not okay. But Bardan told me that you Jedi aren't 
gods are anything. Some people, the Force just happens to want 
them more than others." 


"That's definitely one way to look at it. I sometimes wonder why the 
Force spared me when the Emperor initiated his Purge against the 
Jedi. I had lost all my friends, all my family, yet I remained 
somehow. I was never the strongest, the smartest, the fastest, or any 
of the 'est' of any of the Jedi. Yet people like Master Windu and 
Instructor Keto died that day and I didn't." 


"Come up with any answers?" Jintar questioned, jerking slightly 
when a Rodian guard happened to walk right through him as if he 
wasn't even present. 


"Maybe it saved me for moments like this," Scout said wryly. "I 
learned a long time ago that I would never understand the Force 
and why it does what it does. I just go along with it now." 


"That's how my dad and uncles face life. Taking whatever comes 
their way and rolling with the punches." 


"Where do you think I got my outlook on life from?" Scout returned. 


The crowd on the top deck of the sailbarge began to murmur, 
parting as several individuals pushed through them. 


"That's dad!" Jintar gaped. "And Uncle Mereel and Uncle Ordo. This 
has to be the time they rescued mom! That means Atin and Fi are 
somewhere around here too. I practically remember this story by 
heart. He's with Jaing playing get-away-driver, somewhere high in 
the traffic. Fi has overwatch with Atin. Darman and A'den have 
commandeered a passenger liner, and Niner and Corr are acting as 
gunners." 


"So the story goes," Scout chuckled softly. 


"What?" 
"Your uncles are very good storytellers." 


"Mighty Gardantus the Hutt," Kom'rk Skirata held a satchel in his 
hands. "We have done the task you have given us. You will return to us 
Laseema, Jilka, Parja, and Besany, now." 


"Wait, the Hutt was stupid enough to kidnap my aunts?" 
"Like I said, your uncles are very good storytellers." 


The Hutt emitted a deep belly laugh and let out a string of Huttese 
that a translator droid relayed. "Your task is complete when I say it is. 
Your women were caught interfering in Hutt business. What happens to 
them is up to me, and only I know how to disable the explosives that 
were implanted into them." 


"So you are going back on the deal? You promised that if we were to 
eliminate that group of Mandalorians ruining your business that you 
would return to us our women," Ordo growled. "That's not a very smart 
choice." 


The Hutt made a gesture and Jintar recognized the quartet of 
women being brought up onto the deck. "But they were also ruining 
my business as well." 


"Besany, are you unhurt?" Ordo asked immediately. 


"I'm okay," the former treasury agent smiled reassuringly, her 
evening wear dirty and torn. 


"Not exactly the best choice for a Ladies Night Out," Mereel laughed 
heartily. "I thought you were just going to go to that new nightclub." 


"Blame Jilka," Parja said aloud, a large bruise on the side of her face 
already an ugly blue-purple. "She was the one who found out that the 
nightclub was financing a slave-trade." 


"I was not! That was Besany! I was only curious about the casino's 
overhead!" 


"Long story short, Laseema brought a beaten Twi'ek slave girl to me, I 
coaxed the story out of her, and we followed the money," Parja 
elaborated. 


"[Which guy gave you the shiner?]" Kom'rk motioned, speaking in 
Mando'a. 


"[The Echani hut'uun on my right. Why?]" 

"LI figured I'd give Fi someone to shoot at.]" 

"[He's here? Is he doing okay? Did you make sure that...]" 
"[He's okay Parjika,]" Kom'rk held his hands out reassuringly. 
"Enough talk," the Hutt interrupted. 


"Youre right." Ordo flipped a spherical object into the air, blasters 
being raised all around the trio of Skirata boys. 


Like magic, the sphere didn't fall anywhere. It just continued to 
hover over the Skirata trio, doing nothing else. A familiar hissing 
noise of a lightsaber activating drew everyone's attention away from 
the inert orb. When the Hutt opened his mouth to speak, however, 
an invisible Force caught the metal ball and it zipped into the wide 
maw at breakneck speeds. Aside from choking the Hutt, the device 
lodged itself in the Hutt's throat and then exploded. The headless 
Hutt slumped onto the hover-platform, slowly sliding off and over 
the side of the sailbarge. A bright laser flashed across the deck, and 
the Echani standing behind Parja was dropped. Chaos broke free as 
everyone began running every which way. 


Jintar watched with wide eyes as a LAAT gunship dove down from 
the traffic high above, its twin composite-beam lasers carving large 
chunks out of the security forces and the deck they were standing 
on. A gesture from the lightsaber wielding figure undid the binders 
around Parja, Jilka, Besany, and Laseema's wrists, and the women 
dove into action, picking up fallen blasters and quite literally 
blasting anyone who so much as glared in their direction. They 
were covered by the lightsaber-wielding figure, who turned out to 
be a younger Scout as her hood fell backwards from the shockwave 
of a nearby blast. 


"What about the explosive implants?" Besany yelled to her husband 
over the gunfire. 


"Jammer," Ordo said succinctly. A'den dropped a heavy rifle from 
the LAAT into Ordo's waiting arms, and Ordo promptly had all 
opposition forces diving for cover. 


"Any other prisoners on board?" Kom'rk asked. 


The newly freed women of Clan Skirata shrugged. Besany fired a 
plasma-pistol Ordo had handed her. "We were kept in separate rooms 
on one side of the barge. Us being brought topside is the first place they 
moved us since bringing us onboard." 


"There are others." The voice of the slave-girl chained to the Hutt's 
platform caught the attention of the Skirata boys. The slave-girl was 
using the Hutt's body as cover as blasterfire flew back and forth. 


"What?" Kom'rk shouted, climbing onto the hover-platform. 


"In the center of the sailbarge is the slave-pens," the chained woman 
explained. But as she spoke, the entire sailbarge shook from several 
explosions. "There are dozens there. My sister's there too!" 


"Jaing, stop firing on the sailbarge!" Kom'rk said into the comlink. 


"It's too late, this place is going to blow," Ordo said tersely, shaking his 
head. "We also have Nar Shadda security closing in on us. We need to 
stick with the op and leave." 


"Ordo, we were investigating a way to free the slaves, not get them 
killed," Jilka yelled out over the scrum. 


Another explosion as secondary blasts began to go off, and the 
sailbarge started to list to the side. 


"But we came here to rescue you, Besany, Parja, and Laseema," Ordo 
said with military calmness. "An objective we will fail if we try to get 
others out. Jaing, bring the gunship around and prepare for exfil. Fi, 
Atin, pull out. Darman, A'den, detonate the charges to delay Nar 
Shadda security. Mereel, secure an exit vector. Kom'rk, leave the slave- 
girl. You and I will escort the others to the transfer point." 


"Tl do that," Scout spoke up. "Kom'rk, do what you have to do." 
"Jedi, we have no time." 


"You were in the process of exfiltrating, weren't you, soldier?" Scout 
returned. 


Ordo's jaw clenched and he tilted his head marginally before 
moving to escort the women through the path Mereel was creating. 


"Sorry about that, some of my brothers are...intense," Kom'rk 
apologized to the chained woman, using a blaster to destroy the 
nearest link. The barge shook and threw the both of them off the 
hover-platform. 


"Kom'rk, you have three minutes," Ordo said over the comm. 


"I copy," Kom'rk gestured towards his brothers, guiding the slave-girl 
to her feet. "Go, they'll get you out of here." 


"What about my sister and the others?" 


"Ill do my best to get them out." Kom'rk hurried to the access hatch 
and wrenched it open. He jumped down into the bowels of the 
sailbarge, startling several cowardly members of the Hutt's security 
detail who had been hiding and gunning them down. He raced 
through the hallways, the Hutt gracious enough to have directions 
and maps inscribed on the durasteel walls. 


He had just reached the door to the slave-pens when the sailbarge 
buckled from all the damage it had sustained. A very unhealthy 
snapping and crunching sound followed, and Kom'rk leaped forward 
and grabbed the door jamb just as the back-half of the sailbarge 
shattered like overstressed glass. Clinging to dear life, he tabbed the 
door control, and the doors slid open. 


"Kom'k, exfil, now," Ordo's command came over the comm. 
"I need a few more minutes. I'm at the slave-pens!" 


"The sailbarge is coming apart all around you. You've done your job, 
soldier. Exfil, that's a direct order." 


Kom'rk looked into the room to see over a dozen slaves pressed 
against the wall of the pens by the tilting of the sailbarge. They all 
noticed him about the same time and hope blossomed in their eyes. 
A woman looking like a younger version of the one who had been 
chained to the hover-platform, called out. 


"Please! You have to get us out of here! We don't want to die!" 

The LAAT piloted by the Skirata clan flew in position by the 
massive hull breach below Kom'rk. "Come on! Nar Shadda security is 
almost here!" 


The shout was punctuated by several long-distance laser shots that 


breezed by the LAAT. Kom'rk took one look at the trapped slaves, 
then back at his family below. He cast a mournful, regretful look at 
the trapped slaves, then closed his eyes and let go of the door jamb. 
The others caught him as he fell into the LAAT, and the gunship 
zoomed away. 


Kom'rk glanced out of the side of the door, watching as the remains 
of the sailbarge finally detonated, splintering into thousands of tiny 
fragments. He then turned towards the only slave his team had 
managed to rescue. 


"By my honor, I am so sorry." 


"At least...she didn't suffer," whispered the former slave, bowing her 
head and crying softly. 


"I'm sorry," Kom'rk repeated, ashamed. 


The scene dissolved around Jintar, the teenage Mandalorian looking 
horrified by what had just occurred. "No, no, that can't be right." 


"It is," the older Scout murmured. "The Skirata's had planned to only 
rescue their clan. Did not take into account any collateral damage 
or other slaves onboard. In a way, it is that recklessness and 
scorched-land tactics that enabled them to survive the Clone Wars 
and beyond. If your father had taken the time to free those slaves, 
Nar Shadda security forces would have cut off our escape. In the 
minds of your uncles, of your father, and the rest of Clan Skirata, 
the mission was a resounding success." 


"They left those slaves to die," Jintar whispered. "The stories they 
told me. They said it was a fight worthy of Mandalorian legend. 
How my mother had been kidnapped by the Hutt and that dad and 
the others mounted a heroic assault on the Hutt's pleasure barge to 
free her. They lied to me." 


Scout's face turned sorrowful. "Would you have wanted to know 
that your mother's rescue had merely been a fortunate side-benefit? 
That your uncles would have been willing to let her go down with 
the pleasure barge and that your dad is the only reason why she 
didn't? That it was because of your uncles' planning that you lost an 
aunt you never knew?" 


"I...no...it's just wrong," Jintar whispered speechless. 


"Your mother did love your father," Scout whispered tenderly. "But 


a part of her died that day." 


"And the rest of her died giving birth to me," Jintar squeezed his 
eyes shut as tears threatened to escape. 


"Yes," Scout said bluntly. 


"And that makes my family's failure that day complete," Jintar 
breathed out shakily. "A hundred-percent mission objective success 
rate. Damn the consequences." 


"You've always known that your family was never the most law- 
abiding." 


"Skimming credits, blackmailing to keep ourselves safe, sure. But 
that...that was as good as murder, leaving them all to die." 


"Saving them wasn't the mission," Scout said tiredly. "Believe me, 
Bardan and I had a long talk with the boys when they got back. But 
in the end, they were simply soldiers carrying out a mission. 
Besany, Laseema, Parja, and Jilka, were all safe. Everyone who 
went out, came back alive. That's the way the Skirata's have 
survived, by looking out for their own. Damn the consequences." 


"That's going to change," Jintar breathed out harshly. His eyes 
flaring with anger. "No more. I'm not going to have our Clan be the 
ones that hide in a bunker underground if the rest of Manda'yaim is 
burning. When I get back to the Kyrimorut, we're going to start 
thinking about more than just our clan. It has to be that way." 


"That's a very Jedi thought of you," Scout said in a light tone, a 
smile tugging on the corner of her lips. 


Jintar blinked. "I blame Doran. He's always sticking his neck out for 
the rest of us, and he barely knows us. Look where it's gotten me. I 
have friends, have a new chance at life, get to see the galaxy and 
get caught up in its intrigue. It's worked out for me so far. I think 
Clan Skirata can use it too." 

"Ordo is going to be angry." 

"Uncle Ordo is always angry." 

"He's standing right behind you," Scout pointed out. 


"Yeah right, I'm not falling for that." 


"Really?" 


Jintar nearly leaped into the air at the sound of Ordo's voice. He 
spun around. "Uncle!" 


A giant, ARC fist flew through the air and that was the last thing 
Jintar saw. 


]-III-I-II-I 

"So how long are we going to wait for them?" Doran asked Ezra as 
they stood in the middle of an intricate floor mosaic. Three images 
—an open hand angled down and to the left, a raised hand aimed 
straight upwards, and a fist aimed down and to the right—were 
surrounded by looping golden lines, with the border of the mosaic 
made up of wolf-like representations. 

"However long it takes them to complete the test," Ezra answered. 
"What exactly is the test?" 

"A test of character." 

"How come I didn't have to take it?" 

"The Loth wolves said you are okay." 

"Of course they did," Doran sighed. "You know, I was just getting 
used to Mandalorian crazy. Don't tell me I'm diving into the deep 


end of Jedi crazy now?" 


"Walking into a mural through a wall of rock didn't give it away?" 
Ezra smiled. 


"You never did say what this place is." Doran gestured to the drab 
circular room with the cool floor mosaic. 


"T'll wait until your friends come through." 

"Okaaaay." 

And then the cool floor mosaic began to pulsate with Force energy. 
"Here they come," Ezra grinned, kneeling down and placing a hand 


on one of the looping circles of gold. His smile turned into a 
puzzled expression. "And...well that's interesting." 


"Interesting'? What's wrong?" 


"I told you before that the test is a test of character. You might be in 
for a small surprise," Ezra said grimly, watching as the mosaic 
image with the fist pulsed bright red. 


Doran had to rub at his eyes because he could have sworn that the 
mosaic fist had changed position. A flash of Force energy, and 
Tracyn was unceremoniously deposited onto the image. Before he 
could move to her side, the other two images pulsed. The open 
hand was glowing a soft white-ish blue, the raised hand a silvery- 
gray gleam. Simultaneous flashes of energy deposited Doran's other 
two friends. Jintar groaned and picked himself off the raised hand. 
Dinua did the same to the open hand. 


"Okay, that's it, not going on any more cantina tours with my 
uncles," Jintar groaned, rubbing at his forehead and staggering 
drunkenly. 

"Dikut," Dinua swayed. "Come here." 

"Why?" Doran said cautiously. 

"Because I want to punch you and you're too far away." 

"I'm fine over here," Doran said quickly. "Tracyn, you okay?" 

"Of course," Tracyn's voice lacked its usual warmth as she dusted 
herself off. "I'm the co-leader for the entire Kyr'tsad, it'll take more 
than Jedi tricks to mess with me." 


"Glad to hear it," Doran said cheerfully. 


Tracyn just shrugged and looked around the room. "We passed the 
test, Jedi Bridger. What next?" 


Ezra regarded the pint-sized Mandalorian with an even stare. "As I 
said earlier, I am not a Jedi. Besides, what makes you think you 
passed the test, or that the test was over?" 


"Look, your daughter is in trouble," Tracyn spun on the older Force- 
user. "We can sit here and speak mystic nonsense all day or come 
up with a plan to get her back. I'm pretty sure she isn't enjoying her 
time in captivity." 


"Tracyn," Doran said, aghast. 


"What? It's true," Tracyn replied sharply. "How is any of this going 
to help her? The sooner we get her back , the sooner I can return to 
my people and come up with a plan to ride out the rest of this war." 


"Ride it out?" Dinua spoke up, eyes narrowing. "You're going to 
have Clan Gedyc sit-out the rest of the war?" 


"Why not?" Tracyn said evenly. "The Mando'‘ade following Fett will 
have their numbers reduced by the Vong. The Kyr'tsad following 
Vizsla will be in similar shape. At the end of the war Clan Gedyc 
will be left standing." 


"Showing your true colors then, Gedyc," Dinua hissed. 


"I don't know why you're so surprised, Jeban. Everything I do has 
been for Kyr'tsad. I've said that again and again." 


"Let's stop there," Ezra interrupted. "It's kind of awkward for me to 
have guests arguing at my metaphysical doorstep." 


The Purge-survivor waved a hand and a part of the spherical room 
retracted. An arch-like doorway formed, and with an encouraging 
nod, the group of Mandalorians and Doran walked through it. When 
they emerged out the other side, they were stunned. 


Far from a desolate wasteland of a planet, they suddenly found 
themselves on the outskirts of a thriving metropolis. It looked like 
Capital City in full renaissance, with lines of speeder traffic and 
bustling walkways wherever one looked. A quick check behind 
them and all they saw was an elaborately inscribed stone archway, 
containing the gateway they had come through, standing in the 
middle of a waving field of grain. 


"What..." Jintar's jaw dropped as stared into the blank room behind 
him, and then back at the city. 


"How...how is this possible?" Even Tracyn was gobsmacked, losing 
the harsh aura she had only moments ago been exuding. 


"It isn't," Dinua shook her head in denial. "That...that's the sky 
above us. But we had to have been underground." 


"Sensors would have picked up something like this," Tracyn 
confirmed, still shaking her head. 


"You don't look as surprised," Ezra said to Doran, sounding 


somewhat put out. 
"It's the Force," Doran shrugged. 
"True enough." 


"How can you not be surprised at all this," Jintar waved his hand at 
the city. "You saw it when we landed earlier. Capital City, what was 
left of it, was a ghost town. Barely anyone was there." 


Doran pointed to the archway and turned to Ezra. "Which path did 
we walk, Son, Daughter, or Father?" 


"Oh, you know about them?" 


"Zak and Tash Arranda tutored me on the history of the Force for 
two year off and on," Doran nodded. "They're Jedi archaeologists 
and lore-keepers slash chasers." 


"If I told you we walked the path of the Daughter?" Ezra said with a 
knowing smile. 


Doran moved back over to the stone archway, well aware that his 
friends were watching his every movement. He found the necessary 
glyphs on the archway and closed his eyes, focusing as he reached 
out with one hand. The archway began to shimmer, a red hue 
surrounding it. The open hands that decorated the archway 
clenched into tight fists, and the world around them rushed by like 
a holo-vid on fast-forward. 


After a few seconds, the once vibrant world was now the barren, 
destroyed world they had seen upon first arrival. The city before 
them reduced to the ruinous state they had speedered through. 


"Urgh," Jintar groaned, rubbing at his forehead. 


Blinking wildly, Tracyn nodded in agreement. "What...what just 
happened?" 


"The entire planet," Doran began slowly, looking to Ezra for 
confirmation. "It's being protected by the Force. A Force shroud of 
some sort." 


"But which version is real then?" Dinua said, looking as if her mind 
was about to overload. 


"Both are." 


"What...but that...What Jeban said earlier, it's impossible," Tracyn's 
organic eye was bulging. 


Doran studied Ezra for a long moment. "No, it isn't. The Temple isn't 
just a Jedi Temple, is it?" 


Ezra shook his head but offered no other explanation. 


"Lothal, you had over twenty years to recover from the destruction 
left by the Empire," Doran continued. "The Path of the Daughter 
takes us to what Lothal was like before the Empire. The Path of the 
Son is what Lothal was like after the Empire." 


"And the last Path?" Ezra prompted. 


Doran's eyes narrowed, and rather than answer, he turned his full 
attention to the older Force-user. "You're a Watcher, and this planet 
is an anchor point." 


"Excuse me. An explanation for someone who doesn't believe in the 
mystical art of insanity?" Jintar spoke up. 


"A Watcher," Doran repeated. "I learned about them in my studies. 
They're a type of Force guardian. One thing someone can 
potentially do with the Force is see into or travel in time. A Watcher 
is someone who does both, but often at great personal cost." 


"Like?" 


"They can never interfere to save those closest to them," Doran 
explained, looking at Ezra as understanding slowly dawned. "And if 
they do interfere in events, it often costs them someone close to 
them in turn. The Force has to remain in balance. This archway is 
built for that sole purpose. Light side, dark side, and the Bendu, the 
middle way." 


Doran pressed his hand against the archway again, and this time the 
fists unclenched and rotated so that the fingers of each palm were 
pointed towards the sky. Again, the world around them fast- 
forwarded. When the speed-up stopped, everything appeared to be 
in a state somewhat between the first version and the second. 


Capital City, though not quite as majestic or busy, was a fairly 
respectable-sized city. Looking part-agrarian, part-industrial, it had 


all the makings of a successful come-back from the brink of ruin. 
Even the areas of charred ground around the archway had changed, 
resembling wide tracts of farmland. 


"Defense through obscurity," Dinua said softly. "A city like this, on 
the Outer Rim, would be a prime target for raiders and pirates and 
other scum. But if it looked like a ruined, uninhabitable place, those 
scum would go to more profitable locations." 


"It's worked so far," Ezra said, releasing a slow breath. "Come on, 
let's go meet the others. I'm sure the Loth Wolves have told them all 
about your arrival already." 


The three Mandalorians all looked to Doran in complete 
bewilderment. Doran smiled sheepishly and shrugged. "What can I 
say, that's the power of the Force." 


Tracyn snorted. "And you call us Mandalorians crazy." 
FtF II FtF 


Doran found Ezra Bridger on the balcony of an old observation 
tower a little ways from the capitol. Meeting the rest of the Lothal 
gang had been a trip, with old war stories and memories of those 
lost being revived for the rest of the day. The Mandalorians were 
slightly stunned to learn that Hera Wren's mother had truly hung up 
her blasters and become an artist. She had 'had enough of 
gunslinging and the death that followed it' a long time ago, another 
lifetime. Both of Hera's brothers were currently off-world doing 
whatever it was they were doing, but Doran and his friends were 
able to meet her namesake, as well as some of the surviving 
members of Phoenix Squad and the Specters. 


Even more surprising were the nearly two-dozen Force-sensitive 
children in the farmstead. Ezra wasn't exactly teaching them how to 
be a ‘Jedi’ per se, but how to control and manage their abilities and 
the basic principles of Force-usage. These children ranged from 
toddler to young teen, and were all doing their parts in helping 
Lothal. The arrival of Doran and the others had been welcomed by 
all those in the Bridger-Wren farmstead, with a small feast thrown 
in their honor. Despite the reason for the visit, Ezra, Sabine, and the 
others were determined to celebrate life and new friends. 


Tracyn and Jintar ended up leaving the festivities early, both 
claiming to be exhausted from their near-misses with death. Dinua 
disappeared with Sabine Wren shortly after dinner ended, those 


nearby overhearing them talk about the differences between the 
munitions produced by various arms companies. Doran had stayed 
until the very end, soaking up the bright atmosphere like a sponge. 
He did notice, however, that despite the positive energy suffusing 
the farmstead, Ezra Bridger never once smiled or relaxed. It was as 
if the man was incapable of doing so. 


It was now just before dawn, and a serene calm had settled over a 
vast majority of the planet. Everywhere save for the balcony of an 
old observation tower. 


"Can I ask what you changed?" Doran said hesitantly, leaning on the 
railing next to the older Force-user. The cool pre-dawn air stung his 
reddened cheeks, and though he was in a simple pull-over shirt, he 
wasn't cold at all. 


"What made you think I changed something?" 


"Your daughter," Doran answered bluntly. "There's a reason why 
you're not rushing off to her rescue. Why your wife looked... 
defeated...when we brought up Hera's situation." 


Ezra turned his gaze to the sky. "It doesn't work like that." 
"What doesn't?" 


"The ‘other world," Ezra said with a sigh. He hung his head in 
exhaustion. "Have you heard of the ability called 'flow-walk'?" 


"I remember an old holocron my mom and I uncovered mention 
something like that. Mom won't let me learn it until I'm an adult 
though." 


Ezra chuckled mirthlessly. "It involves entering the Force and 
following it through the flow of time, allowing you to glimpse what 
has happened and what could be. Theoretically, you could even 
alter your past, but you would never know if it worked because it's 
not really your past that you're altering. Some other you will reap 
the benefits and you get to go on moping about what could have 
been." 


"Does the temple let you do that?" 
"No," Ezra shook his head. "It's...different. For flow-walk you have 


to be in the exact location an event took place, or will take place, to 
'walk' through time. The temple, however, lets you change events 


anywhere in the galaxy. Sabine and I thought...well...we did a lot 
of research on this. Even had a pair of Jedi from New Alderaan help 
us smooth out a few kinks in our plan." 


"Zak and Tash?" Doran asked. 
"Those are the two. I forgot you mentioned that you knew them." 
"What did you change?" Doran asked softly. 


Ezra gestured to the capitol. "When you look at that city, what do 
you see?" 


"A good-sized city still growing and recovering from the Empire," 
Doran answered. 


"Exactly," Ezra exhaled impatiently. "We're still recovering from the 
Empire. Lothal...my home...the Specters failed it. The Rebellion 
failed it. Hundreds of millions of people died when the Empire 
razed it to the ground. Everyone in that city knows at least ten 
people who died that day. Every day my kids do their best to help 
make up for the Specter's mistakes. They should be living their own 
lives, not tied down to this world. But they feel obligated to help 
the survivors." 


"Ezra," Doran whispered, feeling the older man's pain echo through 
the Force. It was a deep agony that had more or less consumed the 
Force-user. 


"Caleb...my master...he died realizing all his sacrifices were in vain. 
Died realizing that he had failed his promise to me, to not only 
train me, but to help take this world back from the Empire," Ezra 
continued on in a rush. "I...I had to do something...thought I 
understood the temple well enough to do what needed to be done." 


Anguished eyes turned towards the young Jedi, almost as if begging 
to be judged. Doran had to avert his gaze, having seen survivor's 
guilt manifest itself in many of the Purge survivors he had 
encountered. "You couldn't have..." 


"That's the thing," Ezra cut off Doran. "I couldn't have protected 
them then. I thought I could now." 


"So you used the temple to alter time," Doran breathed out, his 
suspicions confirmed. 


"I used the temple to alter time," Ezra said bitterly. "Although it 
appears it didn't do any good." 


"And you think your daughter's life is the price you have to pay?" 


"That and more," Ezra shrugged. "Sabine and I were convinced we 
got the translation right. If we weren't going to exist in this world 
any more, it made sense to gamble everything. So, I made as big a 
change as possible." 


"What, kill the Emperor when he was a baby?" 


"No, someone else would have stepped up. Instead I wanted to give 
us, Specter Team, more allies...I encountered the apprentice of 
Anakin Skywalker shortly after she was banished from the Jedi 
Temple. Convinced her not to give up her Jedi training, that the 
galaxy would need her help and she would be the fulcrum that 
would tip it to either the light or dark. Even told her to keep Lothal 
in the back of her mind. To stack the deck, I searched for the least 
homicidal admiral the Empire had and arranged things so that he'd 
draw Phoenix Squadron as the assignment. Like I said, earlier, if it 
all worked out, I'd be none the wiser and Lothal would be a thriving 
city by now." 


Doran was silent for a moment, the Force letting him know that 
Ezra wasn't just a Jedi. He was a broken man who had given up his 
only family in the hopes of making the lives of millions of others 
better. Sure it was arrogance to think that you could manipulate the 
Force so strongly to change reality, to change the events of time, 
but Doran could only imagine how desperate Ezra was just to even 
attempt it. "Maybe the Temple works like Flow Walking does. That 
in some reality, an Ezra Bridger was able to save his homeworld." 


"That's the only thing that keeps me sane," the older man admitted 
with a nod. "It's not just Lothal. You saw the modified armor suit 
Sabine is wearing? In our battle for Mandalore, we made some very 
powerful enemies. Some of those enemies caught up with us after 
the war, were the ones who paralyzed her from the waist down. I 
was hoping that in whatever new future I was making, that 
wouldn't happen. There was also a man, you've probably never 
heard of him, he was an Imperial intel officer before defecting to 
the Rebellion. He died on Lothal too. Even big Zeb lost an arm. The 
Loth cats, the loth bats, almost all the native life on this planet are 
gone. The price we paid for this planet was much too high. There 
were times I thought, what if I never met the crew of the Ghost? 
Would they still be alive? What about the lives they could have 


changed if they hadn't bogged themselves down trying to free this 
one, Outer Rim world? I'm thankful the Loth wolves agreed to have 
you help me rescue my daughter, but the fact that the past is truly 
unchangeable no matter what we do..." 


"Are you sure that's why the Loth wolves brought me and my 
friends here?" Doran said, a sinking feeling in his chest. "Your 
daughter is more than likely being held on a military vessel of an 
alien race that specializes in killing Force-users. Nothing short of an 
army is going to get here out of there. I don't see how me, a barely 
trained Jedi apprentice, three teenage Mandos, and a freighter is 
going to be able to do the job. To be honest, I thought the Force 
was sending us here to get your help." 


Ezra's bitter laugh caused Doran to look at the ground. "Yeah, the 
Force would do that. When I was around your age, I used to think it 
was this big honor to be a Jedi. That the Force chose me so I could 
make a difference, protect others and save lives. I was so naive 
then. The Force doesn't care what happens to us mortals. It'll kill 
the best of us and leave the worst of us to commit so many 
atrocities, hurt so many people. What good is the Force if it teases 
you with glimpses of what could be and then reminds you that it 
could never be yours?" 


"If you feel that way, why are you here?" Doran asked finally. He 
remembered how his mom had handled some of the Purge survivors 
and quickly formulated a plan. 


"What?" 


"The Force. You say that your weird Temple time-travel thing comes 
at a cost. You already know that you won't ever benefit from 
whatever it is you did, so the deal's off, right? It didn't make the 
world a better place, so the Force doesn't get your daughter. I get 
that Watchers aren't supposed to intervene in events they've 
changed or seen, but Hera is your daughter. The Force hasn't done 
you any favors so why stick to the rules?" 
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"And even if you did make a change, is this how you want to live 
out the rest of your life? Angry, dwelling in the past, full of guilt 
over lives you couldn't save when the galaxy still needs saving even 
today?" Doran pressed on. "We're Jedi, Ezra Bridger. You can say 
you don't deserve to be one all you want, but we don't have the 
option to quit or retire. We either save the galaxy or become crazed 


hermits on some backwater world. You're not a crazed hermit 
obviously, so you have one other option left. Stop living in the past 
and live in the present! Start forging the future today so that maybe 
the next generation, your daughter, your sons, my generation, can 
have it better." 


"The past is what makes us who we are," Ezra countered. "Without 
it..." 


"Yeah, and your past self several minutes ago was pathetic," Doran 
shot back, switching tactics. "Seriously? I know real Mandalorians. 
Do you think they'd have ever put up with that? I know that if I 
tried that route, Dinua would smack...no punch me in the face and 
kick me where I really don't want to be kicked, tell me to suck it up, 
and then ask what I was going to do about my problem. Why your 
wife..." 


"Stop right there." 


"No," Doran managed to keep his voice steady. "Your daughter is a 
prisoner. You are a powerful Jedi. Instead of trying to rescue her, 
you want other kids to try in your place? Seriously? If that's the best 
you can do, maybe it's why Lothal was dusted in the first pl..." 


Doran knew he went too far when the Force suddenly wrapped 
itself around him and lifted him into the air. He was brought up 
over the balcony railing. The scarred visage on Ezra's face stood out 
as the older man snarled in despairing rage. 


"Don't you talk to me about the 'best' I can do! You weren't here! 
Didn't see your homeworld burn all around you as you cowered 
under a piece of duracrete! Didn't see your friends, your family die 
all around you for a promise you had them make! Most importantly, 
I am not a Jedi!" 


"You're trapped in the past!" Doran said defiantly. "What do you 
think Caleb would say!" 


"It doesn't matter now! He's dead." 


"The Force connects the living and the dead," Doran countered. 
"You'd know that if you were true to his teachings." 


Doran was whipped back over the railing and slammed hard against 
the wall of the observation post. He started to levitate once more 
when the whine of a charging plasma pistol filled the air. Doran 


was plopped back down and the two Force-users turned to see two 
fully-armored Mandalorians hovering in the air, one had a plasma 
pistol extended. Both wore the most brightly painted Mandalorian 
armor pieces Doran could ever remember seeing, and Doran flashed 
one of them a wry smirk. 


"Looks good on you, Dinua." 


"Shut it," Dinua retorted, flipping herself over the railing and 
coming to a halt between Doran and Ezra. It was hard to look 
intimidating when you wore a helmet that was artistically painted 
to look like a Loth Cat head. Nevertheless she aimed her pistol at 
Ezra. "You were allowed the first thrashing because the Di'kut needs 
one every once and a while to keep from getting big-headed. You 
try a second one and a plasma round will be headed your way." 


The other Mandalorians silently landed on the circular walkway 
next to Ezra, saying nothing but putting a hand on his shoulder. 
Ezra turned his head towards her, his expression softening. 
"Brings back memories seeing you all armored up like that." 

"The good and the bad," Sabine Wren returned. "I think it's safe to 
say that our gamble didn't work, Ezra. We knew it might not. But 
I'm not quite ready to give up. Enough people have died for us, do 
we really want the lives of these kids on our conscience too?" 


Ezra released a sharp breath and bowed his head. "Sabine...if...no... 
when we do this, we're probably not going to make it out." 


"The way I see it, better we go out on our terms than die of old age, 
bitter and full of regret." 


"You haven't fired a blaster for almost fifteen years now," Ezra 
pointed out. "Can you even hit a tar..." 


Sabine cut him off by blasting a silhouette around her husband. "I 
don't know, can I?" 


"Point taken." 


"Ezra." Doran spoke up, brushing himself off. "There is one thing 
you have to do before we leave." 


"The temple is..." 


"It's lived past it's time," Doran shook his head. "You can hide here, 
away from the galaxy all you want, but stop using the temple as an 
excuse. It's an insult to the Ones and all the other Jedi who came 
before us." 


"Fine, but I'll need your help." 
"I'm good for it," Doran nodded solemnly. 


Both males leaped off the balcony and to the ground, using Force- 
speed to race through the fields of grain around them. 


The two Mandalorian women left atop the observation tower both 
gave each other resigned, helmeted looks. "You sure you want to go 
out with a Jedi? They can be broody and whiny at times, think the 
entire galaxy rests on their shoulders." 


"He needs someone to look after him," Dinua's head bobbed. "You 
have a Jedi, you know what I mean." 


Sabine glanced back fondly towards where her other half had taken 
off. "Yeah." 


The two sat back against the wall Doran had only recently been 
bounced off of and removed their helmets. In the distance, the first 
light of the dawn brightened the horizon. Dinua glanced sidelong at 
the other woman. Sabine Wren's hair was a deep indigo tied back in 
a single pony-tail. Deep creases surrounded her eyes, the stresses of 
her life marking her deeply. "The infamous Sabine Wren, back in 
action." 


Sabine smiled grimly and shook her head. "Infamous, huh?" 


"The one member of Clan Wren that dared to stand up against the 
Empire and its Kyr'tsad puppets," Dinua said monotonously, as if 
reciting from a history book. "Who continued to fight even though a 
weapon she had created was used to kill her entire family in a 
single instant. Even though the surviving members of her clan 
denounced her and sided with Clan Saxon, she still rebelled. In an 
act of revenge, she then used that same weapon to annihilate the 
Mandalorians who had sided with the Empire, fried Saxon and all 
the other clan leaders who had sided with him. Was declared a war- 
criminal afterwards." 


"It's weird hearing one of the lowest moments in your life summed 
up so succinctly." 


"I heard what my Di‘kut was saying about changing the past," Dinua 
gestured towards the direction the two Jedi had disappeared in. 
"Have your Jedi change anything about Manda'yaim?" 


"Covertly destroyed a jammer," Sabine said softly. "It let my mom 
and older brother hear my warning before it was too late. Couldn't 
save the others though. Ezra warned me that even saving one life 
could create unforeseen ripples in time." 


"I know what you mean." 
"You do?" 


"The Temple," Dinua whispered, her gaze distant. "I saw my 
parents." 


"I'm sorry." 


"I...1 wanted so badly to save them," Dinua whispered hoarsely. 
"Growing up without a father, seeing my mother try to hide her 
pain from me and then losing her too...I used to wonder what 
would my life have been like if I could still have them both." 


"And the Temple showed you?" 


"The Temple showed me," Dinua's voice took on a bitter note. Eyes 
shining with unshed tears. "If my parents had survived, all of 
Manda'yaim would be razed after the Vong war was over. Doran and 
Gedyc would have teamed up to eliminate Mand'alor and the 
Protectorate for siding with the Vongese. And my parents would 
have died anyways. The Temple actually showed me that the life 
I'm living now, one without a mother, father, or loving family, is 
actually the best option I can have. Can you believe that?" 


"If I've learned one thing about Force visions after being with Ezra 
for all these years," Sabine said gently. "Is that it shows you exactly 
what you either want to see or need to see. And it's almost always a 
reflection of who you are. You, a Mandalorian to the core, raised 
and trained by your mother to stay true to the Resol'nare. The Force 
showed you your past not to taunt you, but to show you that all 
those tragedies that occurred in the past make up who you are 
today. That you did come from a loving family with a mother and 
father who cared, and that because they cared, you know what it is 
you lost and want to keep others from losing that too. Your friends, 
the Skirata kid and Gedyc, what do you think they saw?" 


That brought Dinua up short. She had been so wrapped up in her 
own thoughts that she didn't even realize the others had probably 
gone through similar ordeals. "I don't know." 


"You don't know, or you don't want to say?" 
Dinua looked sharply at Sabine. "Do you know something?" 


"Are they narudar or burc'ya?" Sabine answered back with a 
question of her own. Ally of convenience or true friend? 


"For Gedyc, the former, definitely she has her own agenda. It 
involves my Dikut. He knows it, yet he trusts her still." 


"And Skirata?" 


"He's too kind to be deceitful," Dinua smiled almost whimsically. 
"He's probably what the Di'kut could have had had he been born 
Mando." 


Sabine smiled as well. "You care a lot about those two boys." 


"We're aliit," Dinua answered, slight coloring coming to her cheeks. 
"We've been through a lot together." 


"Don't worry, I know the feeling," Sabine gazed back across the field 
of wavy grain. "It's probably why Ezra and I ended up together. We 
shared so many adventures together, no one else would have been 
able to understand what we went through. Then the tragedy of 
Lothal just pushed us even closer together. I cared for him first as a 
teammate, then as a friend. We learned to love each other after the 
fact." 


Sabine's voice became a hoarse whisper at the end, her eyes seeing 
into another time. 


"Your children, two Jedi and one Mandalorian," Dinua prompted. 
"You never attempted to raise your sons as Mandalorians?" 


"The galaxy needed more healing than destruction," Sabine shook 
her head. "All Mandalorians really are good for is blowing things up 
or solving problems with a blaster. The galaxy has too many of 
those people already. But it always seems to run short of Jedi when 
you need them most." 


"And the people of the galaxy simply curse the Jedi when they do 


step in." 


"Orithaat. You should see the HoloNet. Obroa-Skai fell only a week 
ago and half the galaxy is already blaming the Jedi for that. Just 
like what they did with Ithor." 


"And the rest of the galaxy could care less," Dinua exhaled slowly. 
"Sometimes I wonder if we're the crazy ones believing in our Jedi 
like we do." 


"We're Mandalorian, we like a challenge." 


"Speaking of challenges. Your Jedi seems to think that the two of 
you won't survive the rescue mission." 


"What does your Jedi think?" 


"In the months he has been with us he has done the impossible 
many times over," Dinua said fondly. "I would not put it past him to 
do his best to prove your Jedi wrong." 


A distant rumbling sounded in the distance, the entire ground 
seeming to roll as an invisible force swept across it. The wave hit 
the observation tower, but there were no ill effects. In fact, it didn't 
look like anything in the surrounding lands had been disrupted at 
all. And then a howl echoed in the still night air, one that carried a 
note of finality. On the very horizon, the two Mandalorians could 
see a pack of Loth-wolves stare across the distance between them, 
and then disappear into the shadows of the night. 


"So ends the Jedi Temple of Lothal," Sabine whispered. "History left 
where it should be, in the past." 


Dinua shook her head slowly. "There are times when I'm actually 
glad I'm not a Jedi." 


"I really hope your Jedi can prove mine wrong, Dinua Jeban," 
Sabine exhaled and then pushed herself up to a standing position. 
"Because if he does, then maybe, just maybe, Lothal can start living 
for the future." 


FtF III FtF 
"Where are we going?" Doran asked, mainly to fill in the silence. 


Tracyn, Jintar, and Dinua were all unusually quiet, their emotions 
and thoughts swirling in a dizzying cycle. Ahead of them were Ezra, 


Sabine, and the governor of Lothal, Hero of the Rebellion, Hera 
Syndulla. It was mid-day, and the sun was beating down upon them 
with relentless vigor as they walked from a speeder through a 
bombed-out section of Lothal. The ground was rendered into a 
glassy, black rock, and skeletal remains of twisted durasteel 
buildings stick out at odd angles. There didn't appear to be a single 
intact building in sight. 


The green Twi'lek looked over one shoulder to him. "You need a 
ship and a pilot." 


"We have one," Tracyn said. 


"One that'll get all of you out alive," Hera corrected. "That modified 
tour-shuttle won't be able to take a single volley from a Yuuzhan 
Vong picketship. And RX droids are notorious for having more than 
a few wires crossed." 


"One of the farmers on this dust ball that can actually outfly the 
Vongese? Not likely." 


"Tracyn," Doran frowned. 
yn, 


"Sorry," Tracyn grimaced, pinching the bridge of her nose. "The 
Force, this place, it's just getting really annoying." 


"I know what you mean," Jintar said wearily. 


"This place used to house the Imperial factories that made walkers 
for the Empire," Hera ignored the comments and gestured to one 
particular set of durasteel skeletons. "The surface buildings are 
completely destroyed, but the deepest sublevels survived mostly 
intact." 


She flipped open a circuit box hidden by the debris and flipped the 
breaker. The ground began to rumble, and the ruined factory shook 
and collapsed even further. Two large hangar doors retracted from 
a clearing in the middle of the burnt out buildings, and a ship began 
to rise up on a landing platform. It was an old ship, had more than 
its fair share of battle damage, yet it was in one piece and looked 
operational. As the launch-pad was locked into place, a droid made 
a triumphant 'da, dadada' noises, seemingly proud of the ship's 
reveal. 


"And the astromech you see in the cockpit is Chopper, my co-pilot 
for this mission. Wouldn't trust anyone else." Hera began walking 


towards the open ramp with the others a few steps behind her. 


"Wait, you're coming too?" Sabine said quickly, taking several 
hurried steps to catch up. 


"You did make me godmother to your kids, Sabine." 
"I know, but what about Lothal..." 
"Hondo, Vizago, and Azmorigan can handle things here." 


"The three of them, in charge of a planet," Ezra said slowly, wanting 
to make sure Hera understood what she was saying. "The Hondo, 
Vizago, and Azmorigan who'd sell their own mother to get a leg up 
on the other." 


"They've proven themselves in the last couple of decades. Heck, it's 
because of their blackmarket connections that Lothal's done this 
well so far. Hondo has a kid here, Vizago has a bunch of them, and 
the Azmorigan...well, he's sunk most of his own money into this 
planet and isn't likely to leave any time soon. They're as reformed 
as they're ever going to get." 


"I know, old habits I guess," Ezra chuckled ruefully as Doran and the 
trio of Mandalorians with him tromped into the ship. 


"Why do you think I'm leaving Zeb in charge of them." 
"What'd the big guy do this time?" Sabine asked curiously. 


"Said something about me being too old to go...how'd he put it... 
relive my better years." 


"Well, he definitely deserves watching over that trio then," Sabine 
sighed. "Little Zeb has that exact same problem. For a Jedi he really 
isn't diplomatic at all." 


"And that's saying something considering he's the most Jedi out of 
the entire family," Ezra remarked. 


"I think we let Aran hang out with Hondo a bit too often," Sabine 
agreed. "Unless there's credits involved, or he benefits personally, 
he won't do a thing." 


"Speaking of," Hera tapped the button to close the ramp. "Are Aran 
and Ephraim joining in on this crazy mission?" 


Sabine nodded. "The Wraith and Spectre will be meeting with us as 
soon as we give them the coordinates." 


"Right, and those coordinates would be to where?" 


"Celanon," both Ezra and Doran said at once. They looked to each 
other in surprise, grinned ruefully, and pointed to the other. "What 
he said." 


"Now there's two of them," Jintar groaned in mock horror. 


"Let me guess," Dinua said tonelessly. "The Force is telling you that 
we need to go there?" 


"Good guess." 
"She's been around you for a while?" 
"Long enough," Dinua finished flatly. 


"It was just a guess though," Doran corrected. "The New Republic 
has a military base on Celanon, and we're probably going to need 
their help if we're going to attack the Yuuzhan Vong tough enough 
to get Mandalorian baby-sitting duties." 


"Oh? That was the reason," Ezra blinked. "I just said Celanon 
because that was the last thing the Loth wolves said to me before 
they disappeared." 


"Dinua's head hurts if I start trying to explain the Force. Then she 
makes my head hurt by whacking it, since I was stupid enough to 
try to explain the Force in the first place. Remember, confused 
Mandalorians are more inclined to blast first, work out their 
confusion later. Besides, I already used the 'talking wolf told me to 
go somewhere' card, and she probably wouldn't have accepted it a 
second time." 


"It seems you definitely have some stories to tell." 


"More every day," Doran said ruefully. He gestured back at the 
green Twi'lek. "Celanon is our destination no matter if it's the Force, 
a Loth wolf, or the nice protective garrison guarding the planet 
telling us to go there." 


"Celanon it is." Hera Syndulla settled into the pilot's seat and gave 
the astromech in the cockpit an affectionate pat. "Okay, Chop. 


Think we have one more adventure left in us?" 
The droid made a sound as if it had been gravely insulted. 


"Not everyone can just replace their parts when they get old, 
Chopper," Sabine laughed, settling into one of the passenger seats. 


The droid once again sounded insulted. 


"I know you know that," Sabine rolled her eyes and grinned at Hera 
over the astromech's round head. "I wasn't questioning your 
memory either." 


The droid emitted a series of blats of whoops and Hera stopped her 
pre-flight check. "Hey, watch your mouth. We have guests onboard." 


Chopper continued on, waving its utility pincers at the two women. 
"What do you mean they aren't the only guests we have?" 


"Uh, guys?" Tracyn announced from somewhere in the common 
room of the small ship. "You should see this." 


Those in the cockpit left to go investigate, with Hera shooting 
Chopper a wary glare. Chopper just made a noise of innocence and 
rolled along after the others. 


Doran was the first to enter the room and saw what Jintar and 
Tracyn were looking at. He immediately did his best not to break 
out into laughter. Standing in the corridor that led to the crew- 
quarters was a RA-7 protocol droid that obviously had as much 
personality as the astromech. Said protocol droid—normally used 
for tactical analysis or inventory—was awkwardly decked out in a 
modified armored jacket, had multiple bandoleers of detonators and 
ammo clips wrapped around him, several blasters magnetically 
clamped to his legs, and what looked like a cross between a 
crossbow and slingshot device half-welded onto one wrist. 


"AP-Five!" Hera groaned aloud. "What are you doing here?" 


"If you though you could leave me in the employ of those three 
beings, you were gravely mistaken," the protocol droid intoned in a 
monotone, Imperial accent. "There is only so many boxes of 
contraband goods I can handle, and without your oversight, that 
number will surely multiply exponentially. Those three could no 
more run a planet than I could endure their verbal abuse. Can you 


believe they wanted me to ‘look the other way' and not count the 
extra kilotons of blackmarket holotapes they had lined up?" 


"Okay, I understand that, but what's with your...choice of attire," 
Hera tried diplomatically. 


"I heard that we are going to engage a race that finds my very 
existence insulting. If Iam going to accompany you on this doomed 
mission, I will at least have some manner of protection. Do not 
worry, I have fully accounted for all of the items I have equipped 
and have left records as to their usage and purpose." 


"T'll...take your word for it. You do realize that this mission is very 
dangerous, AP-Five. Even with that armor and weapons, we might 
not make it back." 


"Oh well," the protocol droid continued in its droll tones. "I have 
lived a full life and have exceeded my expected-end-of-function 
date by many years. After cataloguing many millions of metric tons 
of goods in my life, I will look forward to a small break." 


"I'm not saying you are going to die." 


"Do not worry. I have calculated the likelihood of everyone here 
surviving the current objectives Chopper has briefed me on. I have 
accepted the inevitable." 


"Okay," Hera said slowly. "Welcome aboard." 


"Thank you. Now if you do not mind, I will inventory the supplies 
we have loaded for this mission for the sixth time. It never hurts to 
be sure." 


The protocol droid clanked off, leaving Doran, Dinua, Jintar, and 
Tracyn speechless, with their jaws hanging. 


"That, my young friends, was AP-Five," Ezra filled in, his eyes 
gleaming in amusement. "We picked him up during the fight against 
the Empire, and when he was retired from the Rebellion, we 
snatched him up again." 


"I'm almost regretting what I'm going to say next," Tracyn said 
weakly. "I contacted the two Mandalorians on the ship we came in, 
and they weren't comfortable having Rexo onboard." 


"Wait," Doran blinked, eyes widening. "Don't tell me." 


"We're bringing him along with us," Tracyn nodded apologetically. 
"Who's Rexo?" Sabine asked. 


"Our homicidal, reprogrammed, Kyr'tsad, ex-tour pilot, RX-series 
droid," Jintar answered. 


"After meeting Chopper and AP-Five, I think it's a very good idea to 
keep them separated at all times," Dinua said, looking a bit pale. 


"Oh, and did we mention that because it's a Kyr'tsad droid, it has a 
baradium explosive inside it?" Doran offered. 


Sabine, Ezra, and Hera all nodded simultaneously. "You're right. 
Keeping them separated is a very very good idea." 


TII-I-I1I-I-111 


Going through a section of the Outer Rim seriously in danger of 
falling to the Yuuzhan Vong meant that even the trip through 
hyperspace wasn't cut and dry. They had been yanked out of 
hyperspace by dovin basal mines that lined the major hyperspace 
routes, and it was only the experience of their veteran pilot that 
they managed to escape time and time again. 


During a moment of downtime—Hera Syndulla and Chopper were 
trying to plot another route because their current one was 
blockaded by the Yuuzhan Vong—Doran decided to use the brief 
moment of peace to seek out Ezra. The older Force-user was holed 
up in one of the turret-ports, seemingly in meditation as the vast 
field of stars gleamed outside. When Doran got closer, he could see 
that Ezra wasn't meditating, but in fact staring at a trio of holo- 
images resting on the turret controls. One was of Ezra's current 
family, one looked to be of a much young Ezra with what could 
only be his team of freedom fighters shortly before the Battle for 
Lotha, and the last was of a baby and its parents. 


"Can I help you?" Ezra deactivated the images and pocketed the 
projectors. 


"I've got a question." Doran leaned against the wall just outside the 
port's hatchway. "Something's been on my mind and it's been 
bugging me." 


"Go ahead and ask." 


"When I first met your daughter, she told me that 'Uncle Jarrus' told 
her to look out for me. But from what you said, he died when she 
was seven..." 


"And you want to know how it would be possible my Master could 
tell her to look out for you?" Ezra finished. 


"Yeah." 


Ezra bowed his head for a moment and let out a slow breath. Pain- 
filled eyes turned upwards to meet Doran's gaze. "Hera, my 
daughter, might be more Mandalorian than her brothers, but she's 
always been stronger in the Force than them. She gets...visions, 
from the Force. Has been getting them ever since my Master passed 
on. Given how I've failed Caleb, it's understandable that he'd form a 
bond with her instead." 


"She's the strongest in the Force...but decided to become a 
Mandalorian?" 


"She made that decision before Caleb passed on," Ezra chuckled 
softly. "She was determined to be just like her mom." 


"Running around, blowing things up?" 


"No," Ezra looked at Doran wryly. "Running around in a pretty set of 
pink and white Mandalorian armor decorated with Loth cats and 
flowers." 


"I'm sure she's not the only one who joined because of the cool 
armor," Doran laughed. 


"When she was six, Sabine got her a 'child's' set of Mandalorian 
armor," Ezra recalled fondly. "Hera would run around all over the 
place wearing it. The only time she took it off was to shower or to 
change the design scheme." 


"I can actually see that." 


Ezra sobered a bit. "Yeah. And then when Caleb rejoined the Force, 
she even painted it all grey to match her mother's armor set. When 
she started getting Force-visions, it wasn't nearly as traumatic as 
Sabine and I thought they would be to her. I remember that first 
morning after Caleb died. We were having breakfast as usual and 
Hera joins us at the table. When one of her brothers started messing 
with her, she told him that 'Big K' was watching and he better act 


like a proper Jedi. At first we all thought she meant Caleb was with 
us in a general sense. But then she told Aran something she couldn't 
have possibly known about. Every so often, after 'dreaming,' she'd 
tell us something the next day." 


"She didn't mind the visions even though she wanted to become a 
Mandalorian?" 


Ezra chuckled. "She just said it was just another tool she can use, 
like her armor or paint-set. Apparently she had the exact same 
conversation with Caleb, and my master helped her come to terms 
with it. As she got older, the visions actually started tapering off. 
Shortly after her Mandalorian adult ceremony thing..." 


"Verd'goten?" 


"That's the one. I could never pronounce Mando'a properly. 
Anyways, shortly after her thirteenth birthday she told us that 
Caleb was finally saying goodbye and that she probably wouldn't 
have any more visions." 


"Your master sounds like a great guy," Doran said softly. 
"He was." 


"Is," Doran corrected. "The good Jedi are just too stubborn to die for 
good and we stick around to watch over those we care for. I really 
don't think you failed him as much as you think you did. After all, if 
your master really saw you as a lost cause, why would he stick 
around and help guide your family? It might not have been directly 
through you, but shouldn't you consider it a good thing that he 
thought your daughter was worthy enough that he chose her?" 


"I...I never really thought of it that way." 


"It's kind of what happens when you maroon yourself on one planet 
and brood," Doran said with an upbeat note in his voice. "My mom 
and I, we travel all over the galaxy. You aren't the first Purge 
survivor I've encountered. Aren't the first isolated Purge survivor 
either." 


"I'm not isolated." 


"How many other Jedi have you really kept in contact with since 
settling on Lothal?" 


"I... You might be the last if you keep stumping me like that," Ezra 
laughed genuinely. "I see what you mean." 


"Caleb is still guiding us, probably giving Hera strength as we 
speak," Doran said gently. "And if Caleb's a part of the Force, a part 
of those Force-wolves, then he probably guided my ship to Lothal 
too. He's still with you, Jedi Bridger." 


"Continuing to call me a Jedi won't make me one, but thank you." 
"Although," Doran gave a mischievous pause. "He might be more 
than a little annoyed that you think otherwise. Can you imagine 
some departed master jumping up and down in the Force trying to 
get his apprentice's attention, but said apprentice is too wrapped up 
in brooding to notice?" 

"My master wouldn't be jumping up and down," Ezra matched 
Doran's smile. "He'd be holding his head and then locking himself in 
his room to brood. Where do you think I got it from?" 

"I thought brooding was a pan-Jedi trait. Even dark Jedi brood." 


"Really? The Inquisitors I faced back during the war didn't seem the 
brooding sort." 


"Dark Jedi probably call their brooding, 'scheming.' You know, to 
distance themselves from the Jedi. Jedi are too nice to scheme." 


"And former Jedi?" 


"Told you before, no such thing. You either brood or scheme, it's 
just the level of intensity that changes." 


"You are a lot older than your years, Doran Sarkin-Tainer," Ezra 
shook his head in wonder. 


"Being bigger than everyone else kind of means people expect you 
to be," Doran shrugged modestly. "Well, that, and I've probably seen 
more planets and done more things than most kids my age." 


"Launching a rescue mission by infiltrating a Yuuzhan Vong 
cruiser?" 


"That's a new one for me." 


"I'd be really worried if it wasn't." 


"I saw you looking at some pictures," Doran said hesitantly. "Your 
family and friends, right?" 


Ezra pulled out the holo-emitters and set them up again. When the 
images were active, he gestured to each of them. "You're right. This 
one is obviously of Sabine, myself, and our kids. We took this 
shortly after Ephraim made his first lightsaber. This second one is of 
the Specters. That's Big Z, Garazeb, you met him at the party. 
Alexandr Kallus, the former Imperial who died on Lothal that I told 
you about. Caleb, though he still called himself Kanan Jarrus at the 
time. Hera Syndulla and Chopper you know. With us of course are a 
few of our allies in the battle for Lothal. The one sitting on the 
ground in front of me is Jai Kell, another defector. He was killed in 
the bombardment on the third day. Nearly survived but the bunker 
he had made it to collapsed from a direct hit—pretty much the last 
shot fired actually—taking with it everyone who was in it. Next to 
him is Mart Mattin, he was a bright kid. Full of hope and dreams 
like I was." 


"Was?" Doran asked in a soft voice. 


"He was killed over Lothal. Took out one of the Star Destroyers 
glassing the planet with a suicide run through its hangar," Ezra 
closed his eyes briefly. "The two in the picture on his left are Jonner 
Jin and Gooti Terez. Jonner was killed in the initial attempt to take 
the planet. Gooti survived the final battle and lives on Mykapo. Her 
daughter is actually good friends with Aran." 


"At least there's that." 


"Yeah." Ezra stared out at the hyperspace vortex for a moment 
before shaking himself from whatever memory he had been lost in 
and pointed back at the second holo-image. "The Devaronian, 
Cikatro Vizago, is now the Minister of Commerce on Lothal. The 
Weequay, Hondo Ohnaka, is the Minister of Acquisitions. Don't ask. 
And Azmorigan is the Treasurer." 


"You sound like you can't believe that." 


"If you'd known those three during the war, you wouldn't believe it 
either," Ezra smiled whimsically. He gestured to the picture again. 
"The rest of the people you see are Iron and Phoenix group and the 
Lothal Resistance. Those tasked with helping an optimistic young 
kid take his homeworld back from the Imps." 


"They succeeded, and you've honored their memory by making sure 


that Lothal isn't a dead world," Doran reminded gently. 


Ezra raised an eyebrow at Doran. "That's definitely something Caleb 
would say." 


"Because it's true. Every single one of those people there died 
fighting for what they believed in...well, the ones that died, died 
fighting...you know what I mean. You think they ever regretted it 
in their final moments?" 


Ezra stared at the holo-image and finally shook his head. "I just 
regret dragging them into the mess in the first place. But you're 
right...again..." 


"Thanks," Doran glanced at the last holo. "So, your parents and 
you?" 


"Yup." 


"If I had a big brother and sister, I definitely wouldn't mind if they 
were like Hera and Aran. They're great people. And I'm sure 
Ephraim's amazing too," Doran remarked honestly. "There's also all 
those kids you're teaching at the farmstead. I know for certain that 
if your parents were even as remotely caring as my mom is, they'd 
be proud of you." 


Ezra blinked and exhaled slowly, as if a burden had been lifted. "My 
turn to say thanks. I've been told what you've said many times 
before, but I guess it never really sank in. What you said back on 
Lothal, it reminded me of something my master told me once. 'The 
past is in the past, and so should your regrets be. The only thing 
you can do now is make sure the past never repeats itself through 
action or inaction.' Just one more lesson that's taken this long to 
sink in." 


"T'll leave you alone now. Force knows that I talk way too much 
sometimes. Really is a pain having no filter. Literally at times." 


"Thank you, Jedi Sarkin-Tainer, I mean it. For helping me end the 
Jedi Temple, for giving me a new perspective on things... 
everything." 


Doran nodded solemnly and climbed back out of the turret passage. 
When he emerged at the top he saw both Dinua and Sabine 
standing there. Sabine reached out and gently rested a hand on 
Doran's arm. 


"And thank you," Sabine whispered hoarsely, unshed tears shining in 
her eyes. 


"I'm a Jedi, it's what we do," Doran shrugged, slightly embarrassed. 
He glanced over to Dinua and saw that the tough-as-nails 
Mandalorian teen didn't appear quite so tough at the moment. 


"You have your moments, Di'kut," Dinua said softly, shaking her 
head as she turned to walk away. 


Doran glanced to Sabine, his face scrunching in confusion. "Coming 
from a Mandalorian, that's a good thing, right?" 


Sabine laughed and nodded. "A very good thing." 
IW-H-WI-H-I1 


Elsewhere in the ship, almost at the same time, Tracyn Gedyc sat in 
the lower cargohold staring vacantly at the blaster she had in her 
hand. There wasn't anything special about the blaster. It hadn't been 
passed down, or had a name, or even had any significance to it. 
What it was though, was a tool. One of many she had in her tool 
belt to help build the Mandalorian Empire every diehard Kyr'tsad 
follower dreamed of. She would have her empire, and nothing could 
be allowed to get in the way. Not an extra-galactic race of invading 
aliens, not the Protectorate, and not her... 


Tracyn's thoughts came to a jumbled halt. Friends, it was such an 
interesting word. Growing up quickly she had come to accept that 
not having friends would be the price she would pay to get her 
Empire. She couldn't allow herself the luxury, allow herself to trust 
someone to that extent. Yet, here she was, on a mission that had 
nothing to do with Kyr'tsad. Her mind flashed back to the trial the 
temple had put her through. Or maybe it did have something to do 
with it. If Dinua, Jintar, and Doran weren't her friends, they had to 
be more tools, just like her blaster. If you didn't use a tool often 
enough, it got rusty. If she didn't maintain her faux friendship with 
the three, then they'd cease to be useful assets with which she could 
call upon later. What better way to reinforce that friendship than by 
helping them reclaim one of their friends. 


A friend who was in trouble because of her in the first place. 
Tracyn let out a strangled sound and hurled the blaster across the 


hold. The weapon clattered noisily off the wall and fell to the 
ground, still within sight. Gripping her head, Tracyn felt her eyes 


tear up as the memories the Jedi Temple had dredged up once 
again came back to haunt her, her mind going fast-forward through 
her life. 


Sacrifices must be made for the greater good of Kyr'tsad 
How is killing going to help restore a Mandalorian Empire 
Kyr'tsad above all else. 

There will be an Empire Bikad Reau, but you won't be in it. 
Everything I did was for the Mandalorian Empire 


Sorry, errr....ni cuyi Doran. Doran Sarkin Tainer. Oh, and su'cuy. I got 
it right this time, I hope 


Gargon, witness the death of Dinua Jeban's prized student, a casualty in 
the Akaanir be'Haran 


Doran, you know Gedyc is a Death Watch name, right? Most Mandos 
have a kill-on-sight order for her kind 


Yeah, not this one. Tracyn was my first friend in the training camp. 
Saved my life. Tracyn, this is Hera, the squad leader for Dinua, Jintar, 
and myself. 


I understand. This is the path I chose. I accept it and all the 
consequences. Thank you for your friendship. 


The Jedi's name is Hera Wren. 


"No!" Tracyn yelled, shooting to her feet as the memory shattered 
and the present returned. Tears streamed out of her one good eye as 
she continued to grip her head. Her memories, feelings she thought 
she had long killed, were boiling up to the surface. All her life, 
everything she had done had been for the restoration of the Empire. 
But now, when she actually found people who accepted her not as a 
supreme leader, but as a friend, her mind and heart started a war 
that was threatening to drive her mad. 


She looked up and saw her reflection on the polished bulkhead. Her 
cybernetic eye glowed red and her blue eye was reddened from her 
crying. She stared at herself long and hard, shaking her head at the 
slight warps the metal bulkhead caused in her image. "I'm...I'm 
Tracyn Gedyc. Future Empress of the Mandalorian Empire." 


Tracyn sniffled and swiped at her tears. If Doran ever learned she 
had given up Hera, he'd never forgive her. She as good as 
condemned his squad-leader and self-appointed older sister to a 
torturous death. There was no coming back from that. But on the 
other hand, what else was she supposed to do when a Yuuzhan 
Vong fleet drops out of hyperspace on her doorstep and threatens to 
destroy everything she had built. All her sweat, tears, and blood she 
had spent to get to where she was now would have been pointless if 
she stuck to those 'friendships' she had formed. 


But if Doran and the others were just pawns for her to move 
around, why did it hurt so much? 


"That's called a conscience," Jintar Skirata's voice cut through her 
internal musings. 


Tracyn jerked as if a current had just went through her before 
furiously swiping at the tears. "Huh?" 


"A conscience," Jintar repeated with a hint of bitterness. He was 
seated on the landing that overlooked the cargohold, his long legs 
dangling over the ledge. How Tracyn had missed the legs given that 
she had been tucked directly under the landing was beyond her. 
"The thing that makes you feel guilty if you're doing something bad 
and you know you're doing something bad. Not that I'm an expert or 
anything given my family's track record." 


"It was nothing really," Tracyn sniffled and tried to put on a smile. 
"Sorry if I interrupted your brooding." 


"Bad habit I picked up from the Jedi kid." 

"Tell me about it." Tracyn climbed up the ladder and then plopped 
herself on the ledge next to Jintar. "I had a plan, goals, and then 
this naive hairless baby Wookie comes into the picture and stumbles 
all the way through them all." 

"Like a baby toppling a tower of building blocks." 

"Exactly," Tracyn said with a sigh, shaking her head. "I'm Tracyn 
Gedyc, leader of the Gedyc faction of Kyr'tsad. I am not supposed to 
brood!" 

"Maybe it's contagious," Jintar agreed with a nod. 


"The alternative is that we were all really that blind to our problems 


and were just pretending they didn't exist in the first place." 

"It's the Jedi's fault." 

"Agreed. Jedi are responsible for all the chaos in the galaxy," Tracyn 
grumbled kicking her legs back and forth. "I mean, look at Jeban. 
The Dinua Jeban pre-Jedi would be horrified of the Jeban today." 
"The Jintar Skirata pre-Doran would also be horrified of the Jintar 
Skirata of today," Jintar sighed, resting back on his hands and 
staring up at the ceiling. "I mean, eight months ago I knew where I 
stood. Thought I knew what my family was like. They weren't 
perfect, they were a little crazy, but they were family. Turns out 


they've been feeding me lies this whole time. Why, I have no idea, 
but I really don't care." 


"Don't you?" 

"Haven't had any drink, Kyr'tsadika. Not going to make me spill my 
guts that easily. What about you? Why were you, the future 
Mandalorian Empress, curled up in a ball in a dark corner of the 
cargohold?" 


"Not drunk enough either, Skirata," Tracyn shot back. "Let's just say 
I've been rethinking things I thought I knew for years." 


"And it's all the Jedi's fault." 


"Yup. And the most annoying thing is, I can't do what Mandalorians 
normally do to things that confuse or cause us problems." 


"Yeah, blasting him is kind of out of the question." 
"For now," Tracyn muttered, shaking her head. 


"If you blast him, Jeban blasts you, your followers blast her, and 
then it drags me into it. So please don't." 


"Fine, for your sake Skirata, I won't." 
They were silent for a bit, both preoccupied with their thoughts. 


Jintar spoke up a few minutes later. "Is it still brooding if there's 
someone else with you?" 


Tracyn's forehead scrunched up in thought. "I've never heard of 


group or partner-brooding, so probably not." 
"What's it called then?" 


"I..." Tracyn blinked before snorting and giggling. "Have no idea. 
No, wait. Commiserating." 


"Sharing the misery? That works." 


"I don't think that's exactly what it means," Tracyn smiled faintly. 
"But I'll take it too." 


More silence passed between the two. 


This time it was Tracyn's turn to break it. "Earlier, you were talking 
about having a conscience. What did you mean by that?" 


Jintar reclined completely, resting his head in the palms of his 
hands. "It was nothing really." 


"Using my own words?" 


"I can see why we Mandalorians hate the Jedi so much," Jintar 
elaborated faintly. "They show us everything we aspire to be but 
aren't. Just like we show them the freedoms they wish they could 
have but don't." 


"What do you mean?" 


"Jedi like Doran," Jintar jerked his head towards the upper decks. 
"Why do you think he gets on our nerves a lot?" 


"That one's easy. Because he's right most of the time and we don't 
want to admit he is." 


"That's part of it, sure," Jintar sighed tiredly. "For Mandalorians, at 
least for my clan, the truth is whatever we want it to be. For Jedi 
like Doran, the truth just is. Both Jeban and I have warned him 
about you being the heiress to a backstabbing clan of exiled 
Mandalorians but he still considers you a friend, why?" 


"Because..." Tracyn felt a lump develop in her throat and was glad 
Jintar was lying down and couldn't see her face. "Because he's 
trusting. Too trusting." 


"Or maybe he sees the true you where everyone else, you included, 


just believes whatever we're told to believe," Jintar said softly. "To 
all of us Mandos, he's doing the dumb thing of making friends with 
a terrorist leader. No matter what story he's told, no matter the 
'facts' we lay out before him, to him, he's making friends with 
Tracyn Gedyc, the first Mandalorian who was nice to him on 
Gargon." 


Tracyn squeezed her eyes shut, swallowing heavily. "And if the 
Tracyn Gedyc he met was just an act?" 


"Do you think he's stupid, Kyr'tsadika? Really stupid?" 


"Jedi aren't infallible. Maybe Doran just believes the truth he wants 
to believe and not the way things actually are. Jedi do have that 
flaw of believing the best in people." 


"And we Mandalorians have the flaw of that exact opposite," Jintar 
added. "But he's been with us for almost a year now. He has some of 
that Mando‘kar drilled into him. And when we helped you take out 
the rest of Death Watch so you and Vizsla could be the lone leaders, 
he saw a pretty good picture of who you were. He saw that picture, 
and decided to still be your friend." 


"That's what I don't get," Tracyn said hoarsely. "Why? Doran's a 
good person. I'm not." 


"To quote from another Jedi I know, Scout once told me that a good 
friend accepts both the positive and negatives about who you are. 
But a great friend enhances those positives and minimizes those 
negatives. I don't know about you, but Doran's definitely done that 
for me." 


"And here I thought you weren't drunk enough to get into the 
emotional side of things," Tracyn half sniffled, half laughed. 


Jintar smirked sadly. "Getting back to my point. The Jedi, the Force 
as a whole, has ways of revealing to us Mandos things we'd rather 
not see. Things we probably admitted are there deep, deep down, 
but in reality pretend aren't there. They're basically our conscience. 
We know when things are wrong, but these days it seems like only 
the Jedi actually have the guts to try and right those wrongs." 


Tracyn stared at the deck plating of the cargohold at that, her 
thoughts in turmoil. She wanted a strong Mandalorian Empire, 
there was no doubt about that. Logically, sacrifices would have to 
be made to reach that point; people disposed of before they became 


a threat to that dream. At the same time, her heart desperately 
wanted, no, needed friends. Needed people she could actually trust 
and let her guard down around. Her mind also knew that the more 
people that had her back, the stronger she would be personally. But 
her heart was also telling her that those people would make her 
vulnerable as well. They were two conflicting thoughts, warring 
within her and fueled by Jintar's words. 


Finally, Tracyn released a slow breath and came to a decision. 
Though the war was still going on, she wasn't going to let it 
paralyze her into inaction. "Doran said he was only staying with 
you guys until the year's up. That's a month and a half from now. 
When he's gone, things will go back to normal. You and Jeban will 
go your way, I'll go mine. In the end, we'll be as we should, proper 
Mandalorians doing what is best for our homeworld and our people. 
No Jedi will change that." 


"Do you really believe that?" 


Tracyn turned a listless gaze onto Jintar. "I have to, Skirata. My 
only other option is that I'll go insane. As you said, there's the truth, 
and there's the truth we have to believe to live with ourselves. I 
choose the latter. What about you?" 


"A month and a half," Jintar repeated slowly. He closed his eyes. 
"The only problem is, once you have the truth thrown in your face, 
it's kind of hard to ignore or forget. I'm not in your situation, 
Kyr'tsadika. Probably never will be, and I certainly don't want to be 
in your situation, so I don't know how things are for you. The truth 
is the truth, no way around it. But at the same time, I can see when 
a set of alternative facts might come in handy. It's worked for my 
family all this time." 


Tracyn remained silent, her face a mask. 


Jintar scoffed to himself and shook his head as if in disbelief at 
whatever conclusion he had reached. "I finally get what Uncle Ordo 
meant when he told me that there is the truth, and there is the 
truth. If having Doran around helps, that's great. If he's not around 
and that helps, that's great too. And if having him around doesn't 
help, or if having him away hurts us, well, I have those alternative 
facts I can rely upon. That other truth you seem to be all for 
embracing." 


"Embracing the truth only when convenient, huh?" 


"Like I said, it's worked for my family for over three decades 
already," Jintar nodded. "And I think that we've reached the end of 
our little shared brooding session. If the other Mandalorians see us, 
we'd be kicked out for sure." 


"Agreed," Tracyn smiled faintly, finding herself surprisingly relieved 
at Jintar's comment. "If there's one thing I don't want to be better at 
than Hairless Baby Wookie One, it's brooding." 

FtF(Chapter End)FtF 
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"We're in orbit," Hera announced as the others crammed themselves 
into the cockpit. 


Tracyn looked around. "Wait a minute, where's Rexo?" 


"The RX-series droid attempted to tell Chopper how to pilot the 
ship," AP-Five droned unconcernedly. "Chopper had enough of his 
backseat driving and locked the pilot droid in one of the 
escapepods." 


"And how did he manage to do that?" Jintar said nervously. 


"Chopper convinced the RX-series droid that a safety inspection of 
the escapepods was necessary, and upon inspecting one of the pods, 
Chopper locked him inside." 


Doran saw that Hera Syndulla was doing her damnedest not to 
laugh out loud, and had to fight the urge as well. The urge only 
intensified as an alert began to beep on one of the control consoles. 


"What is that?" Tracyn asked. 


Ezra, who had failed to keep his laughter in, bowed his head as he 
chuckled. "An escape pod was just launched." 


"Chopper," Hera scolded her astromech with about as much vigor as 
a lazy Hutt. "These are our allies." 


The rebellious astromech made a series of wutwut noises, its 
appendages flailing about. 


"No, I'm not going to believe that an electrical short occurred on the 
only escape-pod that was occupied," Hera droned. "When Rexo 
meets up with us again, you're going to have to apologize. Now go 
ahead and activate our tractor beam." 


Sounding put out, Chopper half-heartedly reached out to do as 
ordered. Then lowered the volume of his speakers to barely audible 
levels and emitted several wutwut noises in protest. 


"T heard that." Hera scolded. 


At that, Doran lost his battle with himself and couldn't help but 
laugh along with Ezra. "I'm starting to get some idea of what your 
daughter meant when she was describing her family on the Ghost." 


"This is nothing," Ezra laughed. "You should see it when Aran and 
Ephraim are here too." 


The world of Celanon loomed large before them. The side of the 
planet facing them was currently facing away from the sun. Yet, the 
world below was still lit up in the neon-glow of holo-advertisements 
and the busy traffic of countless speeders and ships darting to and 
fro. It was not unlike the night of planets like Nar Shadda or 
Coruscant, with everyone and thing constantly on the move. 
Standing out like a beacon even with all the lightpolution 
surrounding it, was Celanon City, the capitol of the planet and 
home to over fifty-million people. With the planet acting as a 
trading hub for the Outer Rim sector, sitting on a major hyperspace 
route, it was one of the New Republic's few strongholds so far from 
the Core. 


It was also the reason why there were dozens of ships from systems 
overrun by the Yuuzhan Vong streaming to the planet. A web of 
vessels of various makes and models were all in a holding pattern 
over the planet. There were several New Republic frigates providing 
some form of order for the large mess, and a single Endurance-class 
fleet carrier directly over the spaceport. 


"Not picking up any sign of the Wraith or Spectre," Sabine reported. 
"Then again, my kids never were the punctual sort." 


"Knowing them, they'll have a perfectly plausible-sounding excuse 
ready," Ezra agreed. "I guess we're staying a little longer than 
expected. Might as well see if we can be of any help." 


"You're on our sensors now, please identify," came the request from 
Celanon Spaceport Control, right on cue. 


Hera tabbed the comm. "This is the Ghost out of Lothal. Retired 
General Hera Syndulla of the New Republic speaking, transmitting 
my authorizations, though they might be a bit out of date. We have 
business with the New Republic commander of this region." 


"One moment, switching you over to New Republic Control." 


"No problem Spaceport Control." 


There was a brief pause, and then a figure appeared over the holo- 
com. "This is Comm-officer Talsin to the Ghost. Your clearance is a bit 
more than out of date General Syndulla." 


"What can I say, I haven't had to use it in a while," Hera shared the 
officer's amusement. "But it's an urgent matter and I need to speak 
with your commanding officer." 


"Understood. I'll patch you through to Admiral Morano's office. He'll be 
grateful that he has something other to do than listen to refugees 
squabble about their ‘appalling conditions’ on the planet. Errr...sorry 
ma'am." 


"No worries ensign," Hera waved him off. 


Another few seconds passed. Then the image of an older, dark- 
haired man with a towel slung over one shoulder, appeared. "Forgive 
the appearance, you caught me mid-work out. Not exactly the image I 
wanted to present to a hero of the Rebellion. What can the Intrepid and 
myself do for you?" 


"Thank you, Admiral. Requesting permission to come aboard so we 
can discuss the matter face-to-face." 


"By all means. It'll be an honor to have you onboard." 


"I'm hoping that feeling remains once we have that talk," Hera 
remarked. 


"Please, anything would be better than another meeting with the 
planetary government or head of the NGOs that try to help these 
refugees," the admiral said wryly. 


"I get the feeling from both you and the comm-officer that it's a 
common occurrence these days." 


"Tell me about it. I can't go a single hour without..." the admiral 
paused as a chime sounded in the background. "Speak of the Hutt. 
That'd be the Governor of Celanon City. The faster you and your people 
can get onboard and start this hopefully very long face-to-face meeting, 
the better." 


"We'll do our best," Hera shared a knowing smile with the man, and 
the communications ended. "Chopper, you heard the man, get us 


onboard his ship and lets earn some points before we even begin 
negotiations." 


Throughout the exchange, Doran had been staring at the large 
flotilla of refugee vessels gathered above Celanon City like a 
massive stormcloud. The amount of anguish and fear radiating from 
those on the ship called to him through the Force. There were 
hundreds of thousands of people, all forced to flee the onslaught of 
the Yuuzhan Vong's seemingly unstoppable march. 


Doran felt a hand on his shoulder and glanced to his side at Ezra. 
The older Force user shook his head slowly. "I know what you're 
thinking, Doran. But we can't help everyone in the galaxy, can't 
make everything better no matter how hard we try." 


"Not trying to help everyone in the galaxy," Doran said simply. 
"What kind of Jedi would I be if I just ignored the people on those 
ships? Aren't Jedi supposed to help make this galaxy a better 
place?" 


"But we're not all powerful. One person, no matter how well 
meaning, can't hope to make a dent in the problems of all those 
people." 

Doran cocked his head at Ezra. "Won't know if I never try." 
"What?" 

"Try making a dent," Doran pointed to the vast array of ships. "If I 
look at every huge problem that comes my way and say 'oh, I 
should pass because the problem's just too big for me,' then I'd be 
running from every problem that pops up." 


"Doran," Tracyn cut in. "We're here to get the New Republic's help 
to rescue Sabine Wren and Ezra Bridger's daughter." 


"You really expect me to just leave them all behind because I didn't 
schedule myself helping them?" Doran said incredulously. 


Jintar cut in almost a heartbeat later. "I'm with Doran on this one." 
"You are?" Doran and Tracyn blinked in surprise. 
"We're in a position to help," Jintar said firmly, his eyes showing a 


hint of steel that Doran couldn't ever remember seeing before. "No 
one else on that fleet can get an instant meeting with the planetary 


government or the admiral here and expect to be listened to. Who 
knows how long it'll be for General Syndulla to get the New 
Republic soldiers to help us out. If we make life easier for this 
planet and its defenders by making life easier for the refugees, 
everyone wins." 


"Jeban?" Tracyn looked to Dinua, 


Dinua's face was impassive, but she tilted her head slightly in 
Doran's direction. "I think the Di‘kut would say something along the 
lines of helping not because it's the Jedi thing to do, but because it's 
the right thing to do." 


"We do have that Xg-One Starwing that replaced the Phantom Two," 
Sabine added lightly. "It hasn't really seen much use since the battle 
above Yavin. Hera, Chopper, and I can hash out the details with the 
brass, while you all can see what you can do for the refugees." 


"Let's get permission from said brass first," Hera interrupted. "As 
much as helping the refugees might seem like a good idea and the 
right thing to do, if I've learned one thing in all my years as part of 
the official establishment, is that most higher-ups really don't like 
unknown actors messing about their assignment. If we do decide to 
help the refugees, then Admiral Morano might even be able to point 
us in a direction to get started." 


"Wonderful," AP-Five droned. "As if this mission was not impossible 
enough. I am certain the cargo manifests on all those ships are in 
appalling shape and by no means reflect what is actually available 
to those people." 


"Great idea, AP-Five, you can help catalogue them," Sabine patted 
the strategy-turned-inventory droid on the shoulder. "It might give 
us a better picture of how to help." 


"That was not why I brought it up," AP-Five issued a mechanical 
sigh. "But if I must, I must. If there is one thing I cannot stand, it is 
cargo manifests that are not up to Imperial standard." 

"That's the spirit," Doran said perkily. 

"You fit right in with this crew, Di'kut," Dinua said in amusement. 
"Wouldn't be the first time the Ghost picked up a stray Force- 


sensitive teen with a penchant for mischief making," Sabine 
remarked with a wry smile to her husband. 


Ezra held up his hands. "Hey! To be fair, it wasn't like I had the best 
role models." 


"Yup," Tracyn agreed with Dinua. "He'd definitely fit." 


The Ghost angled itself into the hangar of the carrier, a vast array of 
fighters filling said hangar all in launch-ready position. 


"E-wings," Doran blinked when he realized that the rows of said 
fighters kept on going. "There's at least a full wing of them here!" 


"It makes sense," Hera said as she focused on landing. She tapped 
one of the display screens for the others to see. "According to 
Chopper, the Intrepid was one of the survivors of the Black Fleet 
Crisis. The E-wings played a large role in that crisis. The Intrepid 
was actually Admiral Morano's flag from back then too." 


"And those four squads of K-wings?" Doran pointed to the opposite 
side of the hangar. "Don't New Republic ships normally come with 
Y-wings or B-wings now?" 


"That...I'm not sure actually." 


"For a refugee escort, this cruiser is definitely packing some serious 
firepower," Sabine agreed with a frown. "You'd think these 
advanced fighters would be out on the frontlines." 


"With all the refugees here, this planet would make a prime target 
for the Vong," Ezra pointed out. "You saw the route we had to take 
to get here. This entire sector is crawling with Vong and I highly 

doubt the New Republic is in any position to send reinforcements." 


"Let's hope Admiral Morano is feeling generous with his fighters 
then," Hera said solemnly. "Because I have a feeling that any action 
on his part is going to lead to a whole bunch of reprisals for this 
system." 


Doran swallowed heavily, his thoughts returning to Taris and its 
fate. Would another one of his missions to help his friends end with 
another world ravaged by the Yuuzhan Vong? The thought was 
almost painful to think about. Was saving one person's life really 
worth putting an entire planet and who knew how many soldiers in 
jeopardy? If he had been anyone else, would such a rescue attempt 
had even been possible? He doubted Hera Wren had been the first 
Jedi captured. She was just the first one lucky enough to have 
friends willing to risk an entire star system to get her back. If they 


hadn't been Jedi, but just ordinary teens, there was no chance on 
Hoth that he'd be able to save her. 


"Hairless Baby Wookie One? You okay?" Tracyn asked softly. "We 
have to get to the lower deck." 


"I...yeah, I'm just fine," Doran forced himself to smile. From the 
looks the others were giving him, he wasn't exactly successful in 
selling the ‘just fine’ part of his answer. "Just worried about a lot of 
things." 


"One step at a time, Doran," Hera Syndulla said gently. "No matter 
how big the problem, tackle it one step at a time." 


Doran bowed his head. "Yeah, it's just...yeah." 
[-I-I-I-I 


Rear Admiral Morano's file had read like an action-packed holo- 
novel. On all levels, he was a career soldier, never marrying or 
developing a long-term relationship. He had become a part of his 
homeworld's navy as a teen, before joining the New Republic 
Defense Force shortly after the fall of the Empire. Since joining the 
New Republic, he had been involved in every engagement—from 
the Delvardus campaign against Eriadu to the Caamas Document 
Crisi—in one manner or another. There were other details that 
Chopper had somehow acquired, but Doran had seen enough to get 
a good understanding of the man. 


Newly promoted to captain in time for the Black Fleet Crisis, 
Morano had encountered an enemy that was almost every bit as 
ruthless as the Yuuzhan Vong. It had made him more of a shoot-first 
and let the Force sort it out later type of soldier. Someone who was 
no doubt chafing under guard duty and not being able to 'stick it' to 
the Yuuzhan Vong all around the system. 


The rear-admiral was a square-jawed, broad-chested man with just 
the slightest hints of grey in his military-style crew cut. He greeted 
the Specters plus three Mandalorian teens and one out-of-place 
quasi-Jedilorian teen, in an immaculate white dress uniform, his 
bearing completely disciplined. 


"General Syndulla, welcome aboard the Intrepid," the admiral 
greeted, hand held out. 


"Thank you, admiral," Hera shook the offered hand. "My crew, 


Sabine and Ezra Bridger, Chopper, and AP-Five. With them is the 
reason I am here. This is Jedi Doran Sarkin-Tainer and his 
protectors Dinua Jeban, Tracyn Gedyc, Jintar Skirata, and Rexo." 


"Jedi Sarkin-Tainer," the admiral offered his hand to Doran. "You 
wouldn't happen to be related to Kell Tainer, would you?" 


"My father, sir." 


"I was part of the taskforce that hunted Zsinj. Had the fortune of 
meeting your father once between missions. He's a good man." 


"Thank you, sir." 


"No, thank you. Given that you're a Jedi, you're the reason I get to 
escape five hours of pointless meeting after all." 


"You're welcome, sir." 


"Come, I have the stateroom prepped. Do you have any preference 
to your choice in refreshments?" 


The group headed out of the hangar with the admiral leading the 
way. 


"Water's just fine, admiral," Hera said politely. 

"Please, call me Michael. You've earned that right at least." 

Once in the stateroom, the group took their seats and the admiral 
folded his hands on the table in front of him. "So, Jedi Sarkin- 
Tainer, how can the New Republic help the Jedi Order today?" 
"Errr...you wouldn't mind lending us an attack force so we," Doran 
gestured to the others. "Can rescue another Jedi that's been 
captured by the Vong, would you?" 


"How big an attack force are we talking about?" The admiral 
showed no reaction one way or another towards Doran's request. 


"Errr...every fighter in this ship if possible?" Doran tried. 


"That's...a pretty big ask," Admiral Morano said slowly. 
"Whereabouts is this Jedi being held?" 


"By a Yuuzhan Vong garrison over Gargon...we hope." 


"You hope?" 


"We're pretty certain the local commander's kept her there because 
he'd have to share the glory with others if he sent her anywhere 
else." 


"And this garrison, do you have any details about its make-up?" 
"l...errr...." 


Saving the proposal from certain doom, Rexo disengaged itself from 
the wall and made his way over to the table. "I believe I can help 
with that question. Before they departed, Instructor Onyo uploaded 
to my system an updated file of current Yuuzhan Vong garrison 
numbers and details of their ships in orbit. If you will permit me to 
access the holo-table?" 


"Go ahead," Admiral Morano nodded. 


One of Rexo's fingers became a dataport access device and he 
plugged in to the table. After a moment, the holoprojector turned 
on and an image of Gargon appeared. In orbit around Gargon were 
Yuuzhan Vong vessels, each illuminated in a red light. 


Admiral Morano stood and moved to get a better view of the image. 
"Let's see what we have here. A heavy cruiser, probably the 
command and control ship. Two smaller cruisers. A half-dozen 
frigates. A dozen corvette analogs. A fighter carrier. And these are 
just the capital and supporting ships. There's probably two to three 
wings of coralskippers spread out between this large group. Another 
wing or so on the planet. Speaking of which, Gargon is Mandalorian 
territory. Any offensive conducted by New Republic forces without 
the consent of your government will be the equivalent to the New 
Republic declaring war on the Mandalorians. Given the size of the 
force in orbit, I either go all in with everything I have or not at all. 
I'm not going to send good men and women to their deaths, even 
for a Jedi." 


"Understandable," Hera said, matching his analytical tone. 


"In addition to the tactical and political problems, I have another 
one. I received word earlier today from Commodore Brand, the 
system admiral in charge of the allocation of Fifth Fleet, to begin 
conserving my forces and prepare an evacuation of all essential 
New Republic civilians from this system. We're being recalled to the 
Core. I'm not sure if Command knows something I don't or if we're 


gearing up for an offensive elsewhere. I only know your request 
couldn't have come at a worst time. If I assist you, I will technically 
be disobeying a direct order from a superior officer." 


"Wait a minute," Jintar spoke. "If the New Republic pulls out of this 
system, it won't be long before it falls to the Vongese." 


"I am aware of that," Morano said without emotion. "But orders are 
orders. All essential personnel on the planet, no one else. I already 
have teams on the planet breaking the news to the scientists, 
military officers, and politicians. We anticipate loading no more 
than five thousand or so individuals and their families." 


"A few thousand out a hundred million lives on the planet, and the 
millions more stuck in those ships in orbit," Dinua said 
monotonously, her eyes icy cold. "I assume you haven't told the 
refugee ships yet?" 


"Command wants to keep the evacuation as orderly as possible, for 
as long as possible," the admiral confirmed. "It'll endanger New 
Republic forces and the refugees if we have ships going every which 
way. So you see, Jedi Sarkin-Tainer, even if I wanted to help and 
were in a position to do so, my hands are tied." 


Doran was silent for a moment, then looked over to Rexo. "Can you 
project a starchart of this sector and the neighboring sectors as 
well?" 

"Of course, I have the starcharts of over a hundred tho..." 


"Thanks, just do it." 


The image of Gargon zoomed out until the upper section of the 
Outer Rim floated over the table. 


"What are you thinking of, Doran?" Ezra asked. 

"Big picture, small picture," Doran mumbled. 

"Huh?" 

"Never mind, it's something my mom tells me sometimes," Doran 
pointed to the chart. "Rexo, can you trace our hyperspace route 


from Gargon to here, include all the detours we had to take because 
of the Yuuzhan Vong." 


A bright yellow line zigzagged its way across the map. 
"Now highlight the areas with confirmed Yuuzhan Vong presence." 


A large patchwork of red stretched out across the starchart, most of 
the systems illuminated were on major hyperspace lanes or 
contained once heavily populated worlds. 


"Is there any direct hyperspace route from here to the Core that 
doesn't pass through Yuuzhan Vong held space?" 


"One moment, re-calculating," Rexo tilted his head to the side. "Re- 
calculating." 


"Gedyc, I really hope your reprogramming didn't mess with that 
part of his system," Dinua said to Tracyn. 


"Errr, I think that kink was worked out." 
"What! ?" 


"Did I mention that Zero-Zero-Zero blew up because we had him 
recalculate a less-than-optimal path to a destination?" 


Doran's eyes widened. "You really should have told me that before I 
asked him to do it!" 


"How was I supposed to know? Besides, I told you, I think that 
problem was debugged. Zero-Zero-One blew up because of a 
different problem." 


"And for future knowledge," Hera said drolly as Rexo once again 
said re-calculating. "Just why did that droid blow up?" 


"The fix for the first bug caused another one in a completely 
unrelated area. RX-series droids are supposed to take the safety of 
their passengers as the most important thing in their programming. 
Equipping it with a baradium explosive and then running a test on 
the detonation circuits caused a crisis of programming and in order 
to safely protect its passengers, it blew itself up." 


"That doesn't exactly make me feel any better." 


"Hey, Zero-Zero-One was able to re-calculate a hyperspace path 
with no problem at least." 


"Calculations finished," Rexo finally announced, causing everyone to 
breathe a sigh of relief. "There are no possible routes that meet the 
Star Tours safe-travel regulations. There are three possible routes 
that meet the Kyr'tsad definition of passable, though only just." 


Doran was really tempted to ask what the difference was, but 
shelved that thought for later. "Of those three routes, do any pass by 
or go close to Gargon?" 


"Two do," Rexo said, causing the routes to blink. "One of them is the 
route in which we used to get here. The other does not go through 
Gargon but passes near it. Would you like the measurement of how 
close?" 


"That's okay, Rexo. Thanks." Doran let out a breath as he looked to 
the admiral. "I know you could take the other routes, sir. Or heck, 
you might be able to even brute-force your way through a different 
route. But if you chose the route we came in, we'd avoid most major 
Yuuzhan Vong fleet elements, conserving your forces. You can then 
either bypass Gargon or go through it and help rescue the Jedi. 
Personally, I'm hoping you'll help. This Jedi is a very good friend of 
mine, almost like an older sister." 


"As representatives of the Mandalorian Protectorate," Dinua voiced. 
"We'd be willing to sanction a limited military action with the 
purpose of rescuing one of our own. The Jedi in question is also a 
Mandalorian, but we cannot act for obvious reasons." 


Rear Admiral Morano regarded the group for several long seconds, 
slowly nodding. "You all make a convincing argument. Bypassing 
most of the Vong ships between here and the Core is a definite 
bonus too." 


"But?" Hera said knowingly. 


"If I were to follow the letter of my orders, and the spirit of my 
orders, I'd have to take my fleet-group along one of the alternative 
routes, missing Gargon completely." 


"True," Hera agreed. "This fleet-group would not benefit in any way 
in an encounter with a Yuuzhan Vong force the size of the one at 
Gargon. Not to mention the very negative media coverage that will 
emerge when this planet realizes that they are on their own. 
Regardless of whatever plan is in the works, your fleet group 
pulling out without firing a shot will look like a retreat. And that 
will further demoralize both the civilian and military populations 


once word of the pullout spreads." 


"You would not be mentioning the obvious unless you had a plan," 
the admiral said in turn. 


"How many ships do you have under your direct command? Count 
only ships freighter-sized or bigger." 


"At the moment, a dozen and a half. The Intrepid of course is the 
flag, and the Mandjur and the Illustrious are technically its escorts. 
Both are Majestic-class heavy cruisers and are currently out on 
patrol. With them are two Agave-class picketships and two Sacheen- 
class frigates apiece. The rest of my fleet you see directing traffic. A 
trio of Sacheen-class escort frigates, a trio of Corona-class frigates 
and a handful of freighters." 


"How many people would you be able to fit on your ships?" Hera 
asked mildly. "I'm afraid I'm not up to date on the New Class 
Modernization Program so I don't know the exact specs." 


"I know what you're thinking, General Syndulla, but we can't 
possibly fit the entire population in the few ships we have. At most 
we'd be able to fit maybe two-hundred thousand lives out that one 
hundred million. But that's only if we empty every hangar, jettison 
all non-essential supplies, and make operating our ships very 
difficult. Not to mention the organization needed to start an 
evacuation of the magnitude you're suggesting." 


"That's two hundred thousand lives that would have otherwise been 
pasted when the Vongese arrive," Jintar voiced. 


"I thought you New Republic soldiers were supposed to be 
protecting the people," Tracyn said evenly. "I must have been 
mistaken. I guess they only serve politicians who get fat and 
wealthy off the suffering of others. The same politicians who live on 
nice, protected worlds because they have the clout to order fleet 
admirals to cover them at the expense of others." 


"I am sure the refugee ships can also assist the evacuation if 
informed," Dinua added. 


Then, almost on instinct, everyone glanced over to where Doran 
was seated. The young Jedi teen had been absently moving his 
fingers in various patterns, using the light from the holoprojector to 
cast shadows on the table. When he realized they were all looking 
at him, he jerked in surprise and quickly yanked his hands back 


down. "I'm sorry, what?" 
Y> 


"Hera's plan, to use the New Republic military ships and refugee 
ships to help evacuate the planet?" Ezra supplied in mild 
amusement. 


"Oh, right, that. If you really want to, go ahead," Doran said 
unenthusiastically, sounding as if it was the worst idea ever. 


"You have a better idea, Jedi Sarkin-Tainer?" Hera asked with mild 
disproval. 


"Yeah, don't withdraw in the first place," Doran folded his hands in 
front of him, his expression sobering. "Look, I've been thinking 
about this whole situation. Whatever we do, people are going to 
die. I highly doubt the New Republic will be sending any 
reinforcements in this direction if they're pulling the admiral and 
his ships out of here. He stays, he'll likely be wiped out once the 
Yuuzhan Vong realize they haven't conquered this pocket of space 
yet. But at least the people will have had a fighting chance. Who 
knows, maybe they even buy enough time for others to escape. He 
leaves, the people on the planet get wiped out, but his soldiers 
survive to fight another day. As much as I want the people on the 
planet to be evacuated, the fact is, wherever they go, the Yuuzhan 
Vong will follow. The HoloNet says that most of the systems this 
side of the Outer Rim were brought down not only by force, but 
also by Vong infiltrators. And you can bet that this system is no 
different. Heck, the people he's been ordered to evacuate have 
probably already been compromised and will relay this fleet's 
location no matter where we go." 


"So what do you have in mind?" 


"If you are going to follow orders and preserve your fleet, then split 
your fleet," Doran said evenly. "Keep the lucky five-thousand on one 
ship. Have that ship be the one that leads the refugee ships away 
from Celanon." 


"Wait, you want to inform the refugee ships of the situation?" 
Admiral Morano interrupted. "I'm not sure if you are aware, but 
some of those ships are barely holding together. They won't survive 
the trip back to New Republic space and will drag the rest of the 
fleet down at the worst possible moment." 


"That's where we come in," Doran gestured to himself and his 
friends. "We'll sort through who needs what, try to make 


arrangements to transfer people and supplies if possible." 
"What about the people on the planet?" Dinua voiced. 


Doran looked to her grimly, the expression on his face making 
Dinua flashback to the Doran in the alternate future. "They're 
doomed. We can't safely launch a large scale evacuation with the 
resources we have available on short notice. The Yuuzhan Vong will 
probably learn about it the moment we get started and come here 
right in the middle of the evacuation making us all really dead. 
Even if we do evacuate people successfully, we can't get them back 
to New Republic space because if we went with General Syndulla's 
plan, there's no way Admiral Morano's people would be able to 
function with their ships jammed packed. No matter what route we 
take, we pass through active battlefields and mined hyperspace 
routes. An overloaded military ship will again get us all really dead. 
We save only who we can, and those are the people already packed 
onto ships, ready to jump to hyperspace on command." 


Everyone was silent for a moment, but Jintar spoke up a second 
later. Glaring angrily, he pounded the table with a fist and stood, 
kicking his chair back. "You're the Jedi here, Doran! You're not 
supposed to give up on people just because it's too hard to save 
them!" 


"Jintar, I..." 


"We're going to save Hera, I get it," Jintar interrupted him, pointing 
a finger at Doran. "But what does that make us if let people die 
when we could do something about it! How do you think Hera will 
feel when she hears we sacrificed a hundred million people for her? 
'Save only who we can' my shebs! You have access to the Force! So 
why don't you use that divine influence and get everyone out of this 
mess!" 


"Don't you think I want to save them all!" Doran yelled back 
heatedly, also standing. He stabbed a finger at the starchart where 
Celanon was located. "Do you really think I want to just let the 
Vong stroll right in and blast them all? Look at that map, Skirata! 
The entire sector is practically Vong controlled! Every single 
hyperspace lane to and from here has either mines or Vong patrols. 
The only thing keeping the Vong from invading right now is the fact 
that no one is going anywhere! They know that they can take their 
time, blast the heck out of Celanon whenever they feel like it. Well, 
if we start a mass evacuation, the Vong infiltrators down there are 
going to send word to their Vong overlords, and then the Vong are 


going to feel like blasting the heck out of Celanon while there's still 
people to blast!" 


"Then think of something!" 


"What!" Doran practically screamed, surprising his friends with his 
outburst. They couldn't even recall the last time he had yelled at 
one of them. Sure he had lectured, argued, thrown his hands up in 
disgust, but never yelled. "The Force doesn't suddenly grant answers 
on demand! If I had an answer I'd..." 


Dinua placed a hand over one of Doran's. "Doran." 


Catching himself and swiping at his tears, Doran dropped back 
down into his chair and closed his eyes. "The Vong are outside the 
Force anyways. If the New Republic taskforce does withdraw, they'll 
be confirming the Vong perception of the New Republic military as 
a force with no backbone and won't bother chasing them. Same 
with the refugees, they've already been beaten and scared, and now 
can live to tell the tale of the 'mighty' Vong. But the people on a 
planet that can't live without tech? That's the ultimate insult to the 
Vong, and they have to pay for that crime. We get them out before 
that punishment, the Vong will just chase them down on whatever 
world we plop them on." 


"Word is going to get out on the planet in any case," Ezra filled in 
the following silence. "Once the local government realizes that key 
people are being loaded up on shuttles, they're going to wonder. 
And when the New Republic ships leave orbit, they'll know. Those 
with ships will try to flee and some might even make it. Doran's 
right in saying that we should focus on the ones the Yuuzhan Vong 
let go. Otherwise we doom everyone." 


Jintar shook his head in disbelief at Doran and Ezra, pounding the 
table in frustration. He started to say something, stopped, tried 
again, but stopped himself once more. Instead, he settled on 
slamming his chair out of the way and storming out of the room. 


"The plan Jedi Sarkin-Tainer brings up is feasible," Admiral Morano 
said carefully. "And it would allow me to follow the spirit and letter 
of my orders. Dividing my fleet group will give them a better 
chance of slipping through the Vong lines. We'll take the five 
thousand VIPs onboard the Intrepid and escort the refugee flotilla 
while the rest of my fleet can take a more direct route. If there are 
any Peace Brigaders or Vong sympathizers or infiltrators among the 
refugees or VIPs, the focus will remain on us." 


"And if we encounter a Yuuzhan Vong fleet group?" Hera asked 
hypothetically. 


"We'd perform a delaying action to let the flotilla continue on." The 
admiral walked over to a nearby viewport, gazing out at the planet. 
"As much as I loathe to leave this planet undefended, the Jedi is 
right. We have neither the material support nor time to save those 
on the surface. The Yuuzhan Vong are merciless, relentless. Just 
picking up the refugee fleet is risk enough already." 

"Then my team and I can start liaising with the refugee leadership," 
Hera said. "It'll allow you time to plot out the distribution of forces 
and the routes you wish to take." 

"Much appreciated." 

As everyone stood and began to leave the room, Ezra made his way 
to Hera's side. "Doran and I are going to be borrowing the Phantom 
Three for a little bit. Jedi business." 

"Okay..." the green-skinned Twi'lek said skeptically, eyeing Doran 
across the room. "Since when did you decide to get involved in Jedi 
business again?" 


"I didn't. I'm the adult supervision. Doran's going to be doing all the 
Jedi stuff." 


"You do realize that I've known you since you were a teenager and 
that I know when you're lying?" 


"Don't worry, we'll be fine," Ezra smiled crookedly. 


"Now I'm really worried. Are any of Doran's friends going to be 
going with you?" 


"They'll be staying here to help you with the refugee problem." 
"And you and Doran will be doing what?" 

"Helping the refugee problem from a different angle." 

"I have a feeling I'm going to regret this, but okay." 

"Thanks." 


"Ezra, please be careful," Hera said softly, reaching out to grip his 


arm as he passed. "Don't make me regret it." 
Ezra's face softened. "I won't, Hera. Promise," 
[-II-I-II-I 


"Think they bought it?" Doran asked Ezra as the Phantom III, an 
older Xg-One Starwing—also known as an assault gunboat— 
powered up. 


"If I didn't have the Force, I would have," Ezra commented. "From 
the looks on your friends' faces, you pulled it off." 


"Good." 
"One problem though." 
"Huh?" 


Ezra was casual as he flipped the switches to detach the gunboat 
from the Ghost. "If your friends care about you as much as I think, 
they're not going to let you sneak off on a ‘Jedi' mission." 


"They couldn't care less about the Force," Doran shook his head. 
"Well, they care about it, but they don't if you know what I mean." 


"I do," Ezra nodded reassuringly. "But they might care a bit more 
than you think. Why don't you open the back cargo compartment so 
we don't have to deal with a cramped, grumpy Mando when we 
meet up with my sons." 


"I don't sense anything." 


"Call it a hunch. Trust me. I've hitchhiked on enough missions I 
wasn't supposed to go on in the first place to know. Also lived 
through the Mandalorian Civil War and know that telling a Mando 
not to go on a mission is practically sending them on an invitation." 


"If you say so," Doran undid his safety harness and began opening 
the hatches in the back. The first few revealed nothing. The fourth 
and final compartment, however, proved that experience sometimes 
did trump Force-senses. "Tracyn!?" 


Stowed away and curled into what had to be a very uncomfortable 
ball in the cargo compartment was Tracyn Gedyc. 


"Hiya, Hairless Baby Wookie One," Tracyn greeted lightly, uncurling 
herself and rolling out of the compartment. 


"What are you doing here?" 


"I'm your chaperon," Tracyn shook out her limbs and cricked her 
neck from side to side. "Thanks for finding me fast. I'd have been 
very grumpy if I had to be in there for long." 


"Good thing we didn't bet anything," Ezra called out from the pilot's 
seat. 


"Jedi aren't supposed to say 'I told you so.' We're better than that." 


"Told you before, I'm not a Jedi," Ezra drawled. "You two might 
want to strap yourselves in. I'm going to make a micro-leap in 
system." 


Doran again took the copilot's seat while Tracyn took one of the 
passenger seats the crew of the Ghost had installed. 


"Neat gunboat, how'd your team rate this?" Tracyn asked. 
"Stole it during the Battle of Yavin." 
"What? How?" 


"The Death Star was only one part of the Empire's assault," Ezra 
explained, pulling down on the hyperspace lever. "They had a fleet 
of Star Destroyers approaching Yavin from the opposite direction in 
case the Rebel Alliance tried to flee. Phoenix squad was tasked with 
clearing one of the Star Destroyers so a group of transports could 
run the blockade. The fighters provided cover as the Ghost docked 
with the Star Destroyer through the main hangar. Because the 
Destroyer had emptied its hangar to meet the fighter threat, it was 
pretty much empty. Anyways, to make a long story short, the 
Specters planted explosives on the Destroyer's power generators. 
Stormtrooper reinforcements had caused the Ghost to pull out of the 
hangar, so we had to find an alternative means of transportation. 
We found the gunboat in a secondary hangar, stole the gunboat, 
blew the explosives, the chain-reaction destroyed the capital ship, 
and the transports we were screening got clear." 


"Wow," Doran whistled. "You weren't worried when the Ghost had 
to leave you guys on the ship?" 


Ezra chuckled darkly. "On a scale of crazy things we got into, that 
barely rated a six out of ten. Lothal definitely set the bar. If you're 
ever on a planet being blasted into a molten ball of rock, you'll 
know what I mean." 


"You must have seen a lot," Tracyn said softly. "Is that one of the 
reasons why you retired to Lothal?" 


"Partly. By the time of that battle, Sabine and I had been fighting 
the Empire for nearly a decade. We lost more friends than we had 
living, and knew it'd only be a matter of time before the Specters 
lost someone. We figured that with the Death Star gone, the 
Rebellion no longer needed us. We didn't exactly expect the Empire 
to be crazy enough to build a second of those things. But by then, 
Aran and Ephraim had been born and Sabine was pregnant with our 
daughter. Hera Syndulla and Zeb, big Zeb, did help with that battle 
though." 


The ship lanced out of hyperspace at the very edge of the system. 


Awaiting them was a famed Blockade Runner painted in an ugly 
rust-red, orange, and black color scheme that made it look more 
pirate-owned than anything. A sentiment made stronger with the 
skull-and-crossbones painted along one side. Next to the Blockade 
Runner was a phoenix and Jedi-themed blue and brown vessel, its 
distinctive hammer-head shape indicating that it was a Sphyrna- 
class corvette. 


"Let me guess, Hera painted them." 


"Obvious, isn't it. She recently got Ephraim's help in convincing 
Aran to allow her to paint the Wraith, which, by the way is that 
Blockade Runner over there. Hera told me that you only got to see 
the freighter Aran uses when you met him." 


Tracyn gave Doran's sleeve a tug. "So is this why we're out here?" 


"Kind of, they gave both Ezra and me a Force-thumb-jerk-over-the- 
shoulder-to-talk-about-things-others-shouldn't-be-around-to-hear," 
Doran nodded. 


The holo-comm lit up and the images of both of Ezra's sons 
appeared. Though Doran had seen Aran Kanan Wren before, he was 
surprised at how different the older brother looked from the 
younger. Even if Aran wasn't exactly your prototypical Jedi in 
appearance, at least he looked somewhat respectable. Ephraim on 


the other hand had a Mohawk streaked orange and green, looked at 
least ten pounds lighter, and his ears and nose were pierced. If he 
had to choose which was the Jedi, Aran would have won hands 
down. But time and again, he had heard that Ephraim as actually 
the more Jedi of the two. 


"Boys," Ezra greeted in a perfunctory manner. 
"Dad," they returned. 

"You guys have a Vong problem," Aran followed up. 
"We do?" 


"At the moment, it's technically a Peace Brigade problem, but yeah," 
Aran gestured "My contacts say that the planetary governor knows the 
New Rep security force isn't going to hold against a Vong assault so he's 
been making other arrangements. He and the Minister of Defense have 
both decided to throw in their lot with the Peace Brigade in hopes of 
cutting a deal. My contacts also think that several higher ups in the 
Celanon military are actually Vong infiltrators, able to infiltrate because 
both the governor and Minister of Defense helped them out." 


"That's not good," Ezra said slowly. "The New Republic command 
has already received word to return to the Core. They'll be 
withdrawing in the next couple of days. Do your contacts know of 
any concrete plans in the works aside from that?" 


"At the moment, my contacts are Peace Brigade recruiters my people 
have managed to get drunk at the local cantina," Aran shook his head. 
"Not high enough in the ranks to get any details beyond what I just told 
you." 


"My crew, on the other hand, has a little more, but from another 
direction," Ephraim said grimly. "We're not a hundred percent certain, 
but we think that at least two of those refugee ships are Vong-controlled, 
or at the very least are filled with a Peace Brigade armed force. The 
comm-traffic on the lesser used frequencies we've been picking up 
suggests that they have something big planned. We're not sure which two 
ships, but the transmissions have been going to and from the planet. The 
traffic really picked up a few hours before the Ghost arrived in system, 
so we know it was nothing you guys did." 


"Admiral Morano told us that they've been evacuating people the 
government deems valuable. The governor, or someone the Vong 
have on the ground, have probably picked up on that." 


"That'd do it." Ephraim agreed. 


"They'll wait until the New Republic ships are gone to make their move. 
Then Celanon will more than likely welcome a token Vong taskforce 
with open arms," Aran said disgustedly. "I really hate leaders who sell 
their people out like that." 


Ephraim faux coughed. 


"Come on, Zeb,"Aran rolled his eyes. "At least I'd do it for a planet full 
of credits. These guys are just doing it to save their own necks." 


Ephraim faux coughed again. 


"And I know I can't spend that planet full of credits if I get killed, but my 
crew is smarter than I am, and you remember when Uncle Hondo taught 
us his rules of business. Rule number five was ‘never backstab someone 
smarter than you...unless you think you can get away with it’. My crew 
is safe." 


"Wouldn't that just mean they'd be more than likely to backstab you 
for profit?" Doran voiced in amusement. 


Aran looked back over to the cockpit of the Phantom III, "Nah, I 
make them way too much money for them to do that. The Force really 
helps me swindle swindlers." 


"You actually admit that out loud?" Doran laughed. 


"Why not? It's not going to change the truth if I go the whole, T'm a 
wholesome Jedi who's never been dishonest in my entire life' routine. By 
the way Doran, it's good to see you again, and still among the living. 
When I saw that you had bit the dust on Gargon I felt a tiny bit guilty 
for dropping you off there." 


"Only a tiny bit?" 


"You should see the profit I'm getting running Uj cakes and ‘meals for 
real warriors' military rations to the local Yuuzhan Vong garrison. For 
every credit I spend gathering up military rations from different worlds, 
I'm getting a twenty back from the Vong. The Uj cakes are netting me 
fifty to one. You and your friends opened the door for that unexpected 
but welcomed business connection." 


"Of course," Doran smiled broadly, shaking his head. 


"Getting back on topic, Big K," Ephraim rolled his eyes, as if used to 
the antics. "Dad, did either you or the kid introduce yourself as Jedi?" 


Ezra glanced to Doran. "We kind of said Doran being a Jedi was the 
whole point of the trip. That and we want to rescue another Jedi." 


"Then I doubt the planetary governor or Peace Brigade are going to wait 
for the New Republic forces to leave. If they can catch a Jedi, that's 
more accolades for them." 


"If I were a deranged person who thinks I can save the galaxy capturing 
a Jedi, I'd try to do something to keep the Jedi busy." Aran said. "It's 
more than likely that they'll try to get to Aunt Syndulla, mom, and any 
of Doran's friends, use them as hostages to get Doran to do the Jedi thing 
and surrender." 


Doran and Ezra exchanged unconcerned glances. Ezra then said, 
"Soooo, we should just wait to hear about a shoot out between 
Mandalorians and cut-rate mercs?" 


Aran smirked knowingly. "Yeah. But once that ball gets rolling, things 
are going to pick up speed real fast. It's very likely that the token Vong 
taskforce won't want to wait for the New Rep ships to leave if there's 
even the slightest chance they can capture a Jedi themselves. Any 
movement of the New Rep ships, however, is going to let them know that 
we know that they are in the area and they might even come with a 
bigger force." 


"On that end, Little K and I called in most of our favors and then some," 
Ephraim said. "We're ready to evacuate the planet to the best of our 
abilities." 


"There are nearly a hundred million people down there," Ezra 
frowned. "There's no way you could get everyone out." 


"We can't," Aran said smugly. "But like Zeb said, we called in all our 
favors. We have a fleet of do-gooders willing to risk life and limb to 
evacuate the planet." 


"Oh?" Ezra said in disbelief. 


"We may have also promised a bunch of them free reign of the treasury 
or other offers they couldn't refuse." 


"Oh," Ezra said dryly. "Well, whatever you have in store, I'll let you 
boys handle it. In the meantime, Doran and I will do our best to 


draw out the Peace Brigaders so we can get on our way as soon as 
we can." 


"Errr...now's my turn to say, 'oh?" Aran blinked. 


"Just worry about your end. Evacuating a planet on short notice is 
next to impossible. Especially if we're going to be doing this under 
fire." 


"Dad," Ephraim sighed. "You aren't by any chance, going on the local 
HoloNet, saying ‘hi,' and introducing yourself as a Jedi that's here to 
help everyone, are you?" 


"Nope," Ezra shook his head. 
"Good, because that has to be the stupidest idea in the history of..." 


"I'm doing that," Doran said brightly. He look wounded when 
Tracyn audibly face-palmed. "Hey!" 


"So while he's being crazy, what are you doing, dad?" Aran said 
suspiciously. "I can't imagine you'd let a kid out-crazy you." 


"T'll be greeting the governor and Minister of Defense planet-side," 
Ezra said nonchalantly. "Letting them know that the rumors about a 
team of Jedi being here to save the day are true, and that I'm one of 
those Jedi. Given that they can't tell the difference between a real 
Jedi and a former-one, it should work out just as well." 


Tracyn hung her head and groaned loudly. Rubbing her face, she 
looked up at the ceiling. "I'm really, really, sorry, Jeban, Skirata. I 
tried." 


"You did?" Doran asked. 


"You do know we just came to this system to meet up with Wren's 
older brothers so they could help us rescue her, right?" Tracyn 
sighed aloud. "We really don't have time to play hero." 


"It'll only take a day, two max," Doran defended. "As much as we 
should be doing what you said, if we get a New Republic fleet 
group backing us, we not only provide cover for the Mandos, but 
we have a better chance of not dying." 


"I know, which is why I'm not stunning you with my blasters and 
dragging you back to the Ghost." 


"You're a Mandalorian, your blaster doesn't have a stun setting." 
"See this part of it?" Tracyn showed off the butt of her gun. 
"Yeah?" 


In slow motion, she brought it down so it tapped the back of 
Doran's head. "Bang, stunned." 


"Point taken." 


Tracyn shrugged. "I tried. Which of you is going to let the others 
know?" 


"Go ahead," both Ezra and Doran scooted out of the way so the 
comm-system was in reaching distance of Tracyn. 


The pint-sized blonde rolled her eyes resignedly. "Figures." 


"Look on the bright side," Doran said, shrinking from the dirty look 
she shot his way. 


"What?" 


"When Dinua and the others finally get to whatever ambush the 
Peace Brigaders have, they'll be extremely angry with Ezra and me 
and take it out on the Peace Brigaders." 


"Provided we survive your insanity again." 


"Hey, I'm just giving an interview on the HoloNet, what could go 
wrong?" 


FtF II FtF 
Some hours later 


"That definitely didn't go as planned!" Doran yelped, a molten hole 
appearing in the duracrete wall he was taking cover behind. He 
then dove behind a stack of crates as the duracrete wall was 
subsequently blasted apart by Yuuzhan Vong plasma rounds. 


"If you think about it, having the newscaster be a Vongese infiltrator 
makes perfect sense," Tracyn breathed out. She fired blindly around 
the corner of her cover with her blaster. "They get first hand 
information on any breaking developments." 


"Yeah, I get that," Doran yelled over the din. "But having two of the 
camera-crew be Peace Brigaders too?" 


"That was just bad luck because of you," Tracyn shouted back. Her 
eyes darted to the light-fixtures above them. "And it's two camera- 
crew guys and the guy who's not so stealthily creeping around up 
there." 


Tracyn unloaded her plasma pistol into the walkway above and a 
strangled scream accompanied a falling body. The body landed on 
the news desk with a thud. 


The infiltrator, his masquer already peeled off to reveal the almost 
skeletal visage of a scarred Yuuzhan Vong warrior, called out 
tauntingly. "Jeedai, come out and I will make sure your sacrifice to 
Yun-Harla will be a quick one. Otherwise I will have you scream for 
days!" 


"Can I pass on both?" Doran shouted, then scrambled away as his 
cover was promptly immolated by the plasma-carbine. "By the way, 
where the heck were you keeping that gun?!" 


"That's the most important thing you're worried about right now?" 
Tracyn said in disbelief. Pulling herself back as the Peace Brigade 
supports peppered her area with a torrent of blasterfire. 


"Well, it's big and shoots plasma, and he didn't have it when the 
interview started!" 


"Not important!" Tracyn performed a combat roll from her cover 
when the Peace Brigade flunkies stopped firing to reload. She took 
aim and sent bolts of molten metal flying through the air. Several of 
her shots pierced the control-console one of the Peace Brigaders was 
hiding behind and ended his life. Another pair of shots blasted out 
the window behind the second Peace Brigader, causing him to rise 
up out of cover in reflex. She then fired two more shots, dropping 
the second Peace Brigader like a bag of bricks. 


The petite Mandalorian teen quickly hurled herself out of the way 
as the Yuuzhan Vong infiltrator unleashed a barrage of his own. 


Unfortunately for her, the infiltrator was changing her position as 
she recovered from her dive. Tracyn had only just straightened 
behind another wall when the Yuuzhan Vong infiltrator reached 
around the corner, grabbed her by her throat, and slammed her 
against the wall. The blow nearly knocked her unconscious as she 


was held a good meter off the ground. 


"Tracyn!" Doran yelled, grabbing the nearest items and hurling 
them at her much larger attacker. 


Apparently hurling makeup powder applicators at a Yuuzhan Vong 
didn't have any effect, lethal or otherwise. The Yuuzhan Vong had 
whirled around and skewered the next incoming applicator on an 
oversized living knife. The effect of multiple applicators bouncing 
off the warrior meant that the Yuuzhan Vong's face was now dusted 
with blush colors ‘flawless rose' number three, 'midnight ebony' five, 
and 'glossy snow' number two. A thrown stick of lipstick smeared 
off the side of the warrior's face as he blinked to clear his vision. 
And then the warrior swiped angrily as a canister of sparkle 
adhesives flew at him next. The canister burst like a balloon, 
showering the infiltrator in glimmering shades of blue. 


The infiltrator had had enough and hurled Tracyn through a 
collection of storage bins. He then brandished his living knife 
menacingly at Doran as he backed the teen back towards the desk. 
The lights from the holo-cams indicated that they were still rolling, 
broadcasting the event through the system. "You will die slowly, 
Jeedai. And the entire world will see what resistance to the Yuuzhan 
Vong looks like." 


"Yeah," Doran said slowly, backing up until his legs bumped the 
news-desk. He glanced over his shoulder and noted the corpse that 
had fallen. The Peace Brigader still had his blaster clutched in his 
hand, the weapon concealed from view by the opposite side of the 
desk. "And they'll also see that no amount of makeup can make you 
Vong look any better. That blush really didn't do anything for your 
skin-tone. Though that glitter does give you a dazzling personality." 


"Your bravado means nothing, Jeedai. 1am Yuuzhan Vong, superior 
to you in every way. The gods are on my side." 


"Uh huh," Doran kept eye contact with his would-be killer while 
feeling around for the blaster with one hand. "And which gods are 
those exactly? You know, if I'm going to be sacrificed to one of 
them it'd be nice to know who I'm supposed to meet in the 
afterlife." 


"Your screams will serve all the Yun'o," the infiltrator sneered. "But I 
serve the devious Yun-Harla, Goddess of..." 


The Yuuzhan Vong was cut off by the sound of Doran's recently 


acquired blaster discharging once. The holo-cams broadcasted the 
exact moment one of the powerful lights above fell with Force- 
aimed precision onto the infiltrator's head, almost acting as a cone 
one put on around the neck of a dog who recently had surgery. The 
impact also had the added bonus of knocking the bedazzled 
Yuuzhan Vong unconscious. 


"I really hope she wasn't the goddess of long-winded victory 
speeches," Doran laughed in relief, sagging against the desk. Then, 
remembering that the cameras were still rolling, smiled sheepishly 
at them. "Sorry about that. So, where was I? Oh, right. Hi people of 
Celanon and those in the ships orbiting the world. I'm Jedi 
Apprentice Doran Sarkin-Tainer, and I'm here to tell all of you to 
pack your bags. There's more of mister grumpy coming this way, 
but fortunately we Jedi have arranged a ride out for all of you. For 
those who don't want to leave, I fully understand and wish you the 
best of luck in the coming days." 


"Get the Jedi!" 

"He's over here!" 

"On the other hand, if you belong to a deranged, homicidal, cult 
also called the Peace Brigade, please go home and rethink your life. 
Handing me to the Vong isn't going to save the world and you won't 
be seen as heroes." 


A blaster sounded, Doran jerking his head to the side just as the red 
beam of light burned a hole in the backdrop behind him. 


"Got to go! Take care Celanon, and may the Force be with you all!" 
Doran used the Force to leap up onto the catwalk holding the bank 
of lights. 

A group of a dozen or so people rushed in wearing a motley 
collection of armors and wielding an equally second-hand collection 
of weapons. They all gathered right beneath his catwalk, wildly 
looking around with blasters out. 

"Where'd he go?" 

"I think he used the backdoor!" 

"No you idiots, he jumped up." 


"Why would he jump up to use the backdoor?" 


Doran almost felt sorry for the people when he discharged his 
blaster again. This time the blaster bolts severed the cables holding 
the catwalk and array of lights in place. The gathered Peace 
Brigaders all looked up in shock at the sound, then were promptly 
smooshed by the falling mass of metal and Doran. Several had 
managed to dive out of the way in time, but as they began to stand, 
Tracyn re-emerged, looking a little steamed. A steamed 
Mandalorian was a deadly one, and all three survivors ceased being 
survivors. 


"I think we should go now," Doran chimed. 
"You think, Hairless Baby Wookie One?" 


"Hey, watch the name calling, we have no idea how many of the 
viewing audience are actually Wookies. You might upset someone's 
sensibilities and the next thing you know you'll have protesters 
camped outside your house." 


"Let's just go!" Tracyn grabbed his arm and started tugging him 
towards the door as more footsteps could be heard racing towards 
their location. 


The two burst out of the HoloNet station on one of its speeder- 
garage levels and piled into the speeder they had used to get to the 
station in the first place. 


"You okay?" Doran asked his pint-sized partner, noting the red hand 
print around Tracyn's neck. He angled the steering column and their 
speeder shot out of the garage and into the streams of traffic. 


"This is the last time I go anywhere with you without my 
beskar'gam." Tracyn grumbled. She grimaced as she titled her head 
from side to side, rubbing her throat ruefully. "And the last time I 
go anywhere with you with just a single blaster." 


"It's not my fault!" 


"You know, for an order of pacifists, you Jedi seem to attract more 
blaster bolts than most people," Tracyn remarked, checking the 
charge on her plasma blaster. "And by the way, I have only five 
shots left so we should probably get to the Phantom III and get out 
of here." 


"In a moment," Doran steered their speeder in and out of the traffic 
lanes, heading towards the capitol building. 


"What? Why?" 
"Mr. Bridger's meeting went about as well as mine did." 


Tracyn groaned. "Next time Jeban gets to cover your shebs. She's the 
one who appreciates it as is, so she should be the one protecting it." 


Doran flushed. "Tracyn!" 


"Don't 'Tracyn' me," Tracyn smirked tiredly at him. "Do you know 
how hard it is to keep a Jedi alive on a planet full of people that 
want him dead? I mean, we're supposed to be running away from 
danger, not headed straight towards it." 


"Hey, Mandos run towards danger too." 


"Yeah, but the difference is, we have a better self-preservation 
instinct than Jedi." 


"Speaking of, you might want to scoot over closer towards me. A lot 
closer" 


"Why? " 


Doran's eyes flicked up towards the sky as he angled their speeder. 
"Well, I get the feeling that Mr. Bridger weighs a lot more than you 
do and I don't want my favorite Mando-Ewok smooshed by falling 

Jedi." 


"Smooshed by....oh for the love of...!" Tracyn frantically threw 
herself into Doran's side of the speeder, pressing herself into Doran's 
side just as Ezra Bridger came plummeting from the sky to land in 
the area she had just vacated. 


"Thanks," Ezra remarked mildly, as if falling several dozen stories 
through the sky and landing in an awaiting speeder was an 
everyday thing for him. 


"No problem. Spaceport?" 

"Nah, my sons forgot to mention that in addition to the governor 
and Minister of Defense being Peace Brigade sympathizers, the 
lieutenant governor and head of capitol security were also fans of 
the Yuuzhan Vong. They'll have the hangar locked down." 


"So the flashing lights of the speeders behind us aren't here to 


help?" 


Tracyn immediately looked over their shoulder and groaned. A half- 
dozen speeders were racing towards them, with three Firespray-class 
patrol craft quickly bringing up the rear. "Doran!" 


"What? This time it's Ezra's fault." 


"These guys are more than likely just following orders," Ezra cut 
into the banter. "We need to try and keep them alive." 


But the moment he said that, one of the Firespray-class patrol crafts 
fired off a concussion missile at them. Ezra gave the missile an 
annoyed wave of his hand, and it tumbled end over end until it 
exploded a safe distance away. But the rest continued to pursue 
them, the myriad of blaster and plasma bolts being fired blasted out 
the front windshield. 


"Guys, either a giant rock decided to glide through the sky, or the 
Vongese infiltrator brought his ship into play," Tracyn yelled out 
over the almost deafening volley of blasterfire now being poured 
out by the pursuing vehicles. 


Another missile was fired, this time Ezra redirected it towards the 
fast approaching Yuuzhan Vong boulder-like craft. The vessel's void 
defenses activated and swallowed the missile whole, and then its 
own plasma cannons opened up. 


"Doran, take us out of the city! They're going to get a whole bunch 
of people killed if they keep this up!" 


"Still think the security officers are just following orders?" Tracyn 
shouted, keeping herself pressed as low as she could. 


The Yuuzhan Vong craft, dwarfing the surrounding speeders and 
patrol craft many times over, surged ahead like a giant rocky 
stormcloud. Its guns continued to blaze, spewing molten liquid at 
hypersonic speeds towards the fleeing vehicle. One of the projectiles 
grazed the back of their speeder. The shot sheered away the 
unarmored rear, and with it the wires that connected the speeder's 
power source to the anti-grav repulsors keeping the speeder in the 
air. The speeder instantly lurched and began a death dive, the wind 
whistling around the occupants as Doran attempted to keep the 
doomed craft from flipping over and dumping them all out. 


"Of course I also didn't bring my jetpack either!" Tracyn groaned in 


exasperation, clinging to the front dash for dear life. 
"Don't worry, we got better." 
"What?" 


"An overpowered freighter, a hammerhead corvette, and a Blockade 
Runner," Ezra yelled over the howling wind. 


On cue, all three ships swooped down from above like raptors, their 
weapons blazing with frightening coordination. The Yuuzhan Vong 
infiltrator's craft wasn't designed to repel firepower of that 
magnitude and promptly erupted like an overripe melon. The 
pursuing law-enforcement vehicles saw the light—literally given 
that the freighter, corvette, and Blockade Runner were illuminating 
the pursuers with their ships' floodlamps—and promptly stood 
down. 


Despite the combat victory, the arrival of the newcomers didn't do 
anything to save the occupants of the speeder going down in 
flames. That was when two-thirds of the Jedi side of Ezra Bridger's 
family decided to step in. At first the speeder was plummeting like a 
meteor. Then it slowed. Then it was held in the air, still burning up, 
but not falling any further. 


And then the Ghost coasted in with its cargobay door open and a 
duo of unhappy female Mandalorians awaiting them. 


"It doesn't look like the Peace Brigaders in orbit burned off their 
temper enough," Doran said faintly. 


"The Yuuzhan Vong fleet should be dropping out of hyperspace any 
minute now," Ezra sounded just as cowed as Doran. "Any minute." 


"Dikute," Tracyn grumbled, finally relaxing now that she wasn't 
going to end up in a smeared, dismembered wreck on the ground 
level of Celanon's capitol. The Ghost floated level with the 
suspended wreck-in-progress, and those aboard the doomed speeder 
climbed out and leaped into the open hangar. The moment they 
did, the grip on the burning speeder was released, and it finished its 
tumble through the air, ending with an anticlimactic flare on the 
ground. 


"Welcome back," Sabine greeted with a bright and friendly smile so 
false, one didn't need the Force to know that Ezra was in trouble. 


"Su'cuy," Dinua greeted Doran. Her cool brown eyes flicked over to 
Tracyn. "Thought you were supposed to keep him from doing 
anything remotely heroic." 

"He's a Jedi," Tracyn said, holding up her hands in defense. "Trying 
to keep a Jedi from doing something heroic is like telling a 
Mandalorian he or she needs to participate in diplomatic 
negotiations. You're likely to wind up shot at either way!" 

"A Jedi wouldn't shoot you," Doran protested. 

"No, but the guys shooting at you during your act of heroics would." 
"Good point." 

"Ezra." 


"Yes, dear?" 


Sabine lightly tapped his arm with her fist. "Aren't you supposed to 
be setting a better example for the next generation of Jedi?" 


"Yes, dear," Ezra said sheepishly. 
A harder tap. "Well?" 


Ezra turned to Doran. "What we just did was wholly stupid and we 
should never do it again." 


"Yes, Master Bridger," Doran said straight-faced. 


Sabine looked to Dinua and Tracyn in resignation. "You two might 
have a point." 


"Hey, where's Jintar?" Doran asked. 


"He's back in the cockpit coordinating with Hera, Aran, and 
Ephraim. The transports my sons acquired aren't exactly armed or 
armored so when we bring them in, we want to be sure they're not 
going to get caught in any sort of crossfire." 


"Admiral Morano is okay with the plan?" 
"Not exactly," Hera announced, coming down the ladder to join 


them all. "Like I said, the brass hates it when unknown elements 
ruin the status quo. He's keeping to the original plan of 


withdrawing only those he was ordered to and splitting his fleet up. 
He checked up the chain of command and was told not to engage 
any Yuuzhan Vong unless fired upon. We won't be able to count on 
New Rep fighters to cover any of the transports." 


"I bet the soldiers and flyboys onboard Admiral Morano's ships 
really like that," Sabine shook her head in disgust. "Now I remember 
why Ezra and I stayed out of the New Republic. They're just as 
bloated and corrupt as the Empire was, caring more about their 
own positions than about doing what's right." 


"So are we waiting until the token Yuuzhan Vong taskforce arrives, 
or are we trying to get the people out before that happens?" Ezra 
voiced. 


"That's the hard part," Hera said grim-faced. "We have no idea the 
size of this 'token' taskforce that supposed to arrive. If it's a 
manageable size, we'll want to evacuate after. But if it's a larger 
force, we won't stand a chance. At the same time, we don't want to 
be caught in the middle of an evacuation for obvious reasons. Your 
kids managed to scrounge up close to a hundred crazy pilots with 
everything from super-transports to Vee-Kir bulk transports and 
shuttles; none of which are going to hold up well to any sort of 
enemy fire." 


"Evacuate now, but bring them through the New Republic fleet," 
Doran spoke up, drawing attention back to himself. 


"What?" Hera said, taken aback. 


"Don't give Admiral Morano a choice. If we're caught mid- 
evacuation, the Vong will assume the New Republic ships are 
escorting the transports and will try to take out the escorts first. 
Like you said, we don't know what sort of firepower the Vong are 
going to bring later. Better we get the people out now. The New 
Republic fleet is still here, let's use them while we can." 


"If you do that, then I doubt they'll be willing or able to help us 
rescue Hera Wren," Hera Syndulla answered softly. 


"And the other Hera would bean me over the head and start joining 
the others in calling me a Dikut if 1 prioritized her life over a planet 
with a hundred million people on it." 


"I can see that," Ezra said with a sad smile on his face. 


"She might be a Mando on the outside, but she's a Specter at heart," 
Sabine agreed, with a tired smile of her own. 


"We'll just have to find some other way to get onboard a Vongese 
warship then," Dinua said simply. 


"One objective at a time," Tracyn pointed back towards the now 
closed hangar door. "Let's get the people off the planet first then." 


The group headed back up the ladder and into the crammed 
cockpit, where AP-5, Chopper, and Rexo were busily keeping the 
ship in orbit and out of the refugee traffic. 


"I am merely informing you that Star Tours safety regulations 
require you to keep us at least thirty-point-one-one-eight meters 
away from the nearest vessel. Those last two near-misses were in 
violation of those regulations." 


*Wut wut, blat, wut, blat blat* 


"I believe that what my companion here is trying to convey is that 
we are not on a Star Tours affiliated vessel and that before he lets 
you anywhere near the controls of this ship you need at least two 

dozen combat missions worth of experience." 


"Experience I won't get if he steers us into another vessel or 
continues to disregard local traffic laws and gets us impounded and 
melted down for scrap." 


*Woot wut wut, blat blat woot* 

"No it will not just be me. I have baradium explosive device within 
my chassis. Any attempt to apprehend me will cause its detonation. 
You on the other hand are just an out of date astromech droid who 
needs a good memory wipe." 


"May I point out that as the oldest model present, I will be the one 
most likely melted down for scrap if we are ever decommissioned." 


*Woot blat blat wut, blat woot!* 

"I appreciate the sentiment old friend, but that is the truth. Even the 
company that produced my model has stopped making parts for my 
line for nearly a decade now." 


Jintar, who was seated in the passenger seat looking blankly at the 


trio of droids, turned at the sound of the arrival of others, relief on 
his face. "Thank you!" 


"You let Rexo back in the cockpit?" Tracyn said, looking faint. 


"I figured Chopper could use a co-pilot just in case things went 
wrong," Hera shrugged, and then to Chopper's litany of noises in 
response. "No, I am not trying to replace you or upgrade to a better 
model, Chop. You know better!" 


Chopper then proceeded to shoo Rexo out of the co-pilot seat as 
Hera took her position in the pilot's chair. 


"What's the plan?" Jintar asked, looking to Tracyn and avoiding 
Doran's gaze entirely. 


"We're calling the transports in now and hoping for the best." 

"That reminds me, Mr. Bridger." 

Ezra glanced to the male Mandalorian. "Yes?" 

"Your sons were running the numbers. If the New Republic forces 
don't help in any way, there'll still be at least ten to twenty million 
people trapped on the planet. The ships they got will already be 
cramming people in like freeze-dried goods, but they just don't have 
enough room for everyone. Even if all the New Republic forces 
come down with a case of guilt and house people on their ships too, 
that leaves ten million people who won't be able to make it out." 


"Given that Celanon is like most worlds, those will most likely be 
the poor and those down-on-their-luck," Hera sighed softly. 


The holo-comm activated and both Aran and Ephraim appeared. 
"What's the word?" 


"Bring your friends in. Take them just pass the New Republic fleet 
group in case the Yuuzhan Vong get here," Hera directed. 


"Willco," Ephraim gave a two-fingered salute and his image flickered 
off. 


Aran's image stayed on a little bit longer. "Hey Doran." 


"Yeah?" 


"Saw the interview you were giving, and the fun times afterward. You're 
a real natural. I have an opening on my crew if you want to..." 


Sabine reached over to the comm-controls and gave her son an 
exasperated look. "Good bye, Aran." 


"See ya, mom." 


"No Dikut, you would not make a good pirate. Even if it's an 
altruistic pirate," Dinua said dryly. "So stop thinking about it." 


"But..." 


"Mandalorians shoot pirates on sight," Tracyn said with a deceiving 
smile. "Even the good ones." 


"Right, I'd make a terrible pirate," Doran agreed. 


The conversation ended as the transports the Wren boys had 
rounded up began dropping out of hyperspace. One after another, 
ships began to appear. There were giant ships that were nearly the 
size of a Star Destroyer, smaller ships the size of a Delta-class 
shuttle, and everything in between. They just continued to arrive in 
a staggered formation, all holding position just before high orbit. 


"What I wouldn't pay to be on the bridge of the Intrepid right now," 
Sabine exhaled with a huge grin. 


"Your wish is my command, mom-in-law," the holo-panel had 
reactivated to reveal a fairly attractive Theelin young woman. The 
holocam showed her fingers flying across the keyboard. "The New 
Republic really should pay more for their computer security." 


"Mom-in-law? Meredi, did my son forget to mention something?" 
Sabine arched a 'mom' eyebrow at the slicer. 


"Yeah, we married on the fly about a week ago," the Theelin grinned 
sheepishly. "Sorry, it was one of those spur-of-the-moment-we're-about- 
to-die- so-why-not, things. Anyways, here's your view of the interior of 
the bridge of that carrier." 


"Tell Aran he's in big trouble, and that I definitely want the full 
story later," Sabine scowled. "But welcome to the family anyways." 


"Probably why he let me tell you," Meredi said with a rueful shake of 
her head and a playful glare over one shoulder. "He knew you'd go 


easy on me." 
"First Officer Terez, quit getting me in even more trouble with my mom!" 


"It's First Officer 'Wren' now, cap'in. And I'm just talking with her, you 
know, about how we eloped and how you thought it was a good idea, 
and everything. Oh, and mom-in-law, here's your live feed with visual 
and audio. If you want, you can rewind it a bit to see their reactions 
when the first transpo's appeared. It gets increasingly more amusing 
after." 


And to the amusement to the crew of the Ghost, the holo-image 
switched over to the view of the Intrepid's bridge, where everyone 
could tell that those onboard weren't exactly having a standard day. 


"This is Jedi Knight Ephraim Wren to New Republic fleet commander. 
This is a humanitarian evacuation, please do not interfere." 


"Jedi Knight Ephraim, you are not authorized to..." 


"Admiral Morano, if it were in my power, I'd have you brought up on 
charges for conspiring to abandon citizens of the New Republic to a 
hostile force and for cowardice," Ephraim cut the man off, showing 
just how much of a diplomatic bone he had inherited from his 
impulsive parents. "As it is, it has cost several private donors a whole 
lot of credits to do what the New Republic military is unwilling to do. 
You swore an oath to protect the New Republic and its people, yet you 
toss it aside just because you received ‘orders’ telling you to. Now either 
grow a backbone and find your lost morals, or stay out of the way." 


"T will not be addressed..." 


"Yes you will, Admiral Morano. By all means, open fire on unarmed 
transports trying to save people from a planet being abandoned by the 
New Republic. I'm sure that'll look just as good for the evening news. 
After all, I doubt this is the only planet the New Republic is abandoning 
for whatever the politicians have planned." 


"And Ephraim's the most Jedi out of your three kids?" Jintar said to 
Ezra and Sabine. 


The two parents nodded, a bit abashed. 


"Damn," Tracyn whistled. "Looking at him, you'd think that his 
spine was made of beskar." 


Admiral Morano's anger was visible in the holo as he stood on the 
bridge with his hands gripping the railing in front of him. A couple 
of junior officers were asking for orders, but he was tuning them 
out as he watched the transport fleet begin to descend on the planet 
en masse."Get me the Ghost!" 


"Ooops, we're in trouble," Jintar remarked in amusement. 


The holo of Admiral Morano replaced the view of his bridge a 
moment later. "General Syndulla, out of respect for your contributions 
to the New Republic I gave you a lot of leeway. I was even willing to 
help you rescue that Jedi by bending my orders a little bit. When you 
told me you were bringing some transports in to evacuate others, I didn't 
mind. But I do not appreciate having an entire fleet of transports 
commanded by a condescending Jedi brought in without my say so." 


"Admiral Morano, I have to apologize for that," Hera took a 
conciliatory approach. "You know young Jedi these days, always 
running off without ever seeing the big picture. When I asked for 
their help, I was unaware that the Jedi Order would send someone 
so...abrasive." 


"Well...try to better the line of communication between us then." 


"Again, I apologize," Hera inclined her head respectfully. "This Jedi 
Ephraim must be one of those self-important Jedi types to be stuck 
in charge of a transport fleet like this one. All the real Jedi are 
either off fighting in the war or are at that place they calla 
headquarters now. I had asked Jedi Ephraim to pass along word of 
the plan to you earlier, but he either failed to do as requested or the 
transmission was lost in all the more important duties your fleet is 
performing." 


"Thank you for your understanding." 


"Although," Hera said slowly, as if trying to recall something from a 
distant memory. "The Jedi did tell me he was actually recording the 
evacuation. Something about bringing holo-evidence to the Senate 
to provide aid for Outer Rim planets. You know the Jedi Order and 
their high-minded ideals." 


"Is that so?" 
"Yes, I'm sure that's what he said," Hera said calculatingly. "Given 


that the leaders of our great government are soon going to be 
scrutinizing our every move, we should probably make this 


evacuation look really good. After all, even though I'm retired, I did 
swear an oath to the people and I don't want some second-rate 
politician questioning my word." 


The admiral's eyes narrowed. "Agreed." 
"T'm glad." 


"Well played, General Syndulla. I can see why your reputation precedes 
you." The admiral then ended the conversation. A view of the bridge 
returned and he began doling out orders in rapid-fire. In short 
order, his fleet group began forming a corridor around the 
descending transports, fighters emerging from the hangars by the 
squadrons. 


Ezra stretched out his arms and yawned. "Well, I don't think we're 
getting a card from him on Life Day." 


II-I-II-I-II 


The evacuation was a full day in and in full swing. The presence of 
planetside New Republic marines kept the Peace Brigade-aligned 
members of the planet relatively quiet. The fact that Admiral 
Morano also called in the rest of his fleet group, pulling them off 
their patrol routes and effectively tripling the forces at his disposal 
also kept trouble to a minimum. 


The refugee flotilla in orbit was also on the move, streaming en 
masse away from the planet and joining the ranks of ships leaping 
into hyperspace. Both Aran and Ephraim Wren were surprisingly 
adept at managing crowds, acting as sheepdogs and herding refugee 
ships towards the desired jump points. The starcharts and 
astronavigation ability of Rexo was proving invaluable in guiding 
the various ships through Yuuzhan Vong held sector. 


Each departing group was assigned a frigate, picket ship, corvette, 
armed freighter, or fighter group to provide cover. The ships came 
from the local defense force as well as the New Republic force, 
gradually decreasing the armed ships protecting the planet. 


In the meantime, the crew of the Ghost had been running around 
putting out spot fires. Politicians in one city were refusing to let the 
common folk board until they and their own families were safely 
off-world. In a section of Celanon, security forces were actively 
barring less fortunate sectors over others from joining the 
evacuation, with shots being fired in both directions. The planet, 


already with a fairly weak central government, was on the verge of 
falling into anarchy. Looting and all sorts of other crime had broken 
out planet wide. Panic spread further when the talking heads of the 
local HoloNet channels showed their calculations and said there 
wouldn't be enough room for everyone. 


Doran, Ezra, Sabine, and Dinua were in the Phantom III returning 
from settling yet another dispute on the planet, the gunboat 
swerving through the non-stop stream of ships leaving the doomed 
world. 


"Some people just don't seem to get that the world is ending and 
that their stupid squabbles are only going to get people killed," 
Sabine grumped unhappily. "So what if your group doesn't do 
business with that other one, the transport was the only one 
available and we already told them we weren't sending another one 
to that location." 


"At least we resolved it," Ezra remarked. "Without a single shot fired 
too." 


"They were parishioners of an ultra strict church and the cast and 
families from an adult holo-vid studio, why would either side have 
blasters in the first place?" Doran asked curiously. 


"Ezra, good example," Sabine reminded just as Ezra opened his 
mouth. The older Force-user promptly closed his mouth and focused 
on steering the gunboat. 


"At least the transport we put them on was large enough that they 
can go to opposite sides and not bother the other group," Dinua 
commented. 


"Yeah, but that'd make perfect sense, so they probably won't," 
Sabine drawled over her shoulder. "You'd be surprised at how many 
groups go out of their way to actually cause conflict." 


The sensor panel on the Phantom III began blinking. 


"Speaking of groups causing conflict, I think that token Yuuzhan 
Vong taskforce is here," Ezra remarked. "Either that or someone else 
is driving a dozen vessels reading larger than a freighter, and 
dozens of others reading freighter or smaller." 


"Signal is being picked up by one of your sons' sensor buoys," Dinua 
confirmed, checking a side panel 


"Doran, you want to make a bet that they dropped out of 
hyperspace on the edge of the system to get a read on things? I'll 
give you odds that their Peace Brigade friends are being helpful and 
giving them ship positions." 


"T'll pass," Doran smirked in turn. "Are we going to link up with the 
Ghost?" 


"Nah, we're better off in the gunboat." Ezra read the display. "And 
there goes the Yuuzhan Vong fleet and their micro-jump in system. I 
hate being right." 


The Yuuzhan Vong fleet that had performed a spot-check on the 
system re-emerged in real space a split second later, their coralline 
vessels lancing out directly in the 'secure' hyperspace lane the New 
Republic forces had created. Several refugee ships and a super 
transport were unable to abort their own jump to hyperspace in 
time and promptly smashed against the side of the largest Yuuzhan 
Vong cruiser Doran had ever seen. He had thought that Gorak Lah's 
ship was impressive. This one was at least twice that size and made 
the accompanying blastboulders and frigates look puny in 
comparison. It was no Super Star Destroyer—not even a third of its 
size—but it was bristling with guns, and menacing all the same. 


"Command cruiser?" 


"More than likely," Ezra confirmed his wife's question as their 
gunboat shook from the impact of something. 


"We probably should try and get away from it," Doran added 
unnecessarily. 


"Trying to," Ezra replied. "But I think we're caught in a Yuuzhan 
Vong tractor beam." 


"They don't have tractor beams." 

Sabine tapped the screen and they had a view of the rear of the 
ship. "They have giant tentacles that emerge from their ships and do 
the exact same thing." 

Wrapped around the gunboat's mid-section was a long tentacle-like 
appendage that was slowly drawing them back up towards the large 
cruiser. 


"Well that's not good," Doran blinked. 


"This ship have aft weapons?" Dinua asked. 


"We added a swivel laser turret," Sabine nodded in affirmative. 
"That hatch there, but you have to be prone to operate the weapon." 


Dinua opened the hatch and slipped into the compartment 
underneath. 


"Of course, Mandalorian solution," Doran breathed out. "When in 
doubt, blast it apart." 


"Of course," Sabine smiled back. "And if the laser cannons don't 
work, I've got a satchel of high explosives in the cargo bin." 


"I can see where Hera gets her love of explosive from," Doran 
groaned. "Who else walks around with high explosives?" 


A pair of laser cannons emerged from the underside of the gunboat, 
and then swiveled around towards the stocky tentacle drawing the 
gunboat in. It immediately began to send beams of super-hot energy 
into the offending piece of organic material. The tentacle contracted 
with the first few hits, the Phantom III groaning from the strain. 
Dinua continued to fire on the tentacle, and a part of it blackened 
and fell away. 


The moment that happened, Ezra set the throttle to full, and the 
gunboat burst out of the weakened grip. Unfortunately, it was still 
in the firing envelope of the massive cruiser that had tried to catch 
it. The devastating firepower the cruiser had been using against the 
New Republic ships and fleeing civilian vessels was partially turned 
onto the Phantom III. 


"Sabine, mind switching out with Doran?" Ezra said through 
clenched teeth, sending their ship weaving and bobbing through a 
storm of plasmafire. "And strap in." 


"You're going to do what I think you're going to do?" Sabine gasped, 
eyes wide as she and Doran swapped places. "You've never done it 
this far from Lothal." 


"First time for everything," Ezra remarked. "Doran, take control. Try 
not to get the ship dinged up too much." 


Doran, realizing what was about to happen by the Force energies 
filling the cockpit, quickly tabbed the intercom. "Dinua, hang in 
there, Jedi mystic stuff happening shortly." 


"Copy." 


Doran kept the gunboat tumbling as if a drunken pilot was at the 
helm, the unpredictable moves keeping them from being blasted 
apart by the myriad of plasma weapons firing on them. But there 
was a lot of plasma being flung in their direction, and the 
coralskippers that decided to drop in behind them didn't help any. 


"Turret's out," Dinua said through the intercom after a particularly 
hard hit rocked the gunboat. The hatch to the turret controls 
opened and Dinua pulled herself out, nursing a wicked looking burn 
along one arm. "I can't believe I'm saying this, but we really could 
use that Jedi mystic art thing right now." 


"Get into the chair," Doran gestured with his head. "It's starting." 


As the interior of the gunboat appeared to smoosh itself inward, 
Dinua's eyes bulged and she lunged for the empty seat. Like a 
thread passing through the eye of a needle the ship became a thin, 
oblong shape just as Dinua managed to click the buckle into place. 
And then, to everyone watching, the ship simply disappeared before 
their eyes. 


For those aboard the Phantom III, they were in for a different sort of 
surprise. 


"Ezra, riduur," Sabine said with false sweetness, even though she 
looked like she had the worst hang over in her life. "Now wasn't the 
time to do experiments with the Force." 


Ezra grimaced and looked to Doran. "If she's using Mando'a, she's 
really really angry." 


"Errrr...where exactly were you trying to take us?" 

"The New Republic fleet." 

"I think you kind of missed." Doran said faintly, giving a sheepish 
wave to the Yuuzhan Vong running down the launch tunnel they 


had just appeared in. 


"Like Sabine said, it was the first time I was trying that without the 
assist from the Loth wolves." 


"We should probably pull the trigger now." 


Thuds echoed through the gunboat as the Yuuzhan Vong began 
firing blastbugs and other projectile weapons at it. 


"Good idea," Ezra agreed. 


The two began laying a trail of death and destruction from the 
Phantom III, the gunboat's elaborate arsenal of weapons 
overwhelming the infantry charging them. During the explosions 
and yells, the holocom began to chime repeatedly. 


"Turn it off," a pale-faced Dinua moaned. 


"The missiles we're firing are making a lot more noise than that," 
Doran said in disbelief. "K'atini." 


Despite her condition, Dinua raised an eyebrow at Doran, who 
blanched and quickly reached over to activate the communication 
device. "This is the Phantom Three, Doran speaking. How can I help 
you today?" 


"Baby Wookie One?" Tracyn's relief bled over the comm." Where the 
kriff are you?" 


"In the Phantom Three." 

"And where is that?" Tracyn groaned in exasperation. 

"Weeeellll," Doran said slowly. "Do you see that giant Vong ship?" 
"You mean the one that charged into the New Republic's battle-lines and 
is systematically blasting apart their capital ships? It's really hard to 
miss." There was a pause, before Tracyn's eyes narrowed. "Why?" 
There was some choice words uttered in the background and Hera 
Syndulla appeared in the image. "Ezra Bridger, are you going to tell 
me that the reason why you disappeared from sensors is because you 
deliberately used that Force Portal technique and appeared inside that 
Vong ship?" 


"Of course not, Hera," Ezra said with a weak laugh. "That'd be 
absolutely crazy." 


"Yes, it would. So if you're not in that ship, where..." 


"I didn't say we weren't in it," Ezra said, then sped up at the glare 
the famed hero of the Rebellion gave him. "And I didn't lie. I didn't 


deliberately take us into the ship. It was more of an accident." 


The green-skinned Twi'lek looked off to the side for a moment. She 
then addressed Ezra again. "Well, since you're inside, do you mind 
doing everyone a favor? The ship's defenses are just too strong and the 
fleet can't do any serious damage to it." 


"Will do." 


"And be quick. The refugee and transport ships are really taking a 
pounding." 


Another large explosion, and this time the entire gunboat was 
knocked sideways. 


"Quick, got it," Ezra confirmed. The same thing hit their ship again, 
and they were sent into a dizzying spin. "Kind of busy at the 
moment, got to go. Love you!" 


The Phantom III careened off the coral bulkhead and performed a 
one-eighty from the next impact. This put them face to face with 
the being responsible. A giant, blue-green, spiky, coral-implanted 
siege-beast that was actually twice as long as their gunboat and 
nearly twice the height too. 


On reflex, Doran and Ezra immediately began squeezing their 
respective triggers, pumping laser and ion fire down the launch- 
tunnel. They might as well have been throwing rocks as the 
creature's void-defenses activated and nullified all the attacks. 
Worse yet, the creature appeared to have anti-ship sized plasma 
cannons mounted on its back, and the cannons began to glow. 


Shifting tactics and working in unison with the Force, Ezra and 
Doran tracked their fire downwards at the base of the launch 
tunnel. The coral gave way just as the creature fired off its first 
salvo. Unfortunate for the creature, the loss of its footing deposited 
it into the newly made hole and its salvo blasted apart the tunnel 
above it. A good amount of debris rained down, pinning the still 
alive and very furious beast in place. 


Then Ezra spun the ship back around, grabbed the throttle, and 
opened up the ship's engines all the way. Shooting up a tube meant 
for launching blastboulders meant that the stubby wings of their 
assault gunboat just barely scraped the sides of the narrowing 
passageway. The gunboat fired continuously in its trek, blowing 
open a hole at the end, and allowing the ship to punch through the 


compromised coral. 


The ship now found itself in a corridor that was only just large 
enough for it. 


"What now?" Doran asked. 
"We see where this goes." 
"Great plan, love it." 


"There's two of them. Make them stop," Dinua groaned to her 
Mandalorian counterpart. 


"Barely keeping my eyes open," Sabine grumbled. "Otherwise I 
would." 


The crew of the Phantom III treated a few shellshocked surviving 
Yuuzhan Vong with the unforgettable sight of a pink and purple— 
with orange highlights—XG-1Star Wing Assault Gunboat cruising 
down the hallway. The few Yuuzhan Vong who tried to stop it were 
either blasted or run over. 


"Ooo, a fork in the road," Doran smirked at Ezra. "Whenever I get to 
one with my mom, we usually end up flipping a coin." 


"Works for me," Ezra pulled a coin out of his pocket. "Heads left, 
tails right?" 


"Sure." 


A Yuuzhan Vong pounding on the side of the window with his 
amphistaff stalled the coinflip for a moment. 


"Excuse me," Ezra said lightly, pretending to open the window and 
lean out. "Do you mind telling us how to get to the nearest thing 
that will destroy the ship fastest?" 


The warrior in question was not amused, letting out a string of 
words with a liberal amount of 'Jeedai' used in a not so friendly 
manner. 


"I'm sorry, I don't understand," Ezra yelled back. He pointed a finger 
towards one passage. "That way?" 


The warrior yelled some more, striking the transparasteel window 


again and again. 
"No? That one?" 
The reaction was more yelling and pounding. 


"He seems more determined to keep us going down that way," 
Doran observed. 


"He does, doesn't he? Coin flip at the next fork?" 
"I'm fine with that." 


Ezra steered the ship sideways, crushing the warrior against the 
wall of the corridor, and then he sent the Phantom III down the 
chosen hallway. 


"You are so sleeping on the couch when we get home," Sabine said 
darkly. "Until I decide otherwise." 


"Dikut, if we survive this, I'm telling my fathers that you kissed me." 


"What? All Ezra has to do is sleep on the couch. How come I get the 
death penalty!" 


"What do you think General Syndulla is going to do to Ezra when he 
returns the Phantom III to her in its current condition?" Dinua 
swayed in her seat. 


"Heads up, it looks like we're running out of space real fast," Ezra 
interrupted. Coinciding with his announcement was a violent 
shaking of the gunboat as the top fin slammed against the roof of 
the corridor. It held for a little bit, then snapped off completely 
from the sheer friction. 


"I still don't deserve to die for this. He was the one who teleported 
us into the Vong ship." 


"Kids," Ezra rolled his eyes. "Focus please." 


The gunboat continued to shudder and make unhealthy noises as 
the sides ground against the narrow passage. A few more Yuuzhan 
Vong in the way were shot down or run over. A few more holes 
were made in the coralline bulkhead ahead of the gunboat since 
there was no room to maneuver. And then finally the gunboat came 
to a halt in a very large room. 


There were large effigies of what were probably the Yuuzhan Vong 
pantheon arrayed about the room. And dozens of Yuuzhan Vong in 
garments that had no obvious combat purpose. These Yuuzhan 
Vong were surrounding a vat made of some sort of membrane-like 
material in the center of the room. Within the vat was what Doran 
could only describe as a brain-tentacle-squid thing. He had no idea 
what it was, but all of the Yuuzhan Vong had been prostrated 
before it. It took a second for these Yuuzhan Vong to register the 
intrusion. 


When they did, a cry of alarm went up. A group hurried towards 
one of the effigies and began passing out plasma rifles from a rack 
beneath it. Another group rushed out several nearby exits and 
returned leading a horde of the meanest, toughest looking Yuuzhan 
Vong warriors Doran had seen so far. These warriors made Gorak 
Lah's group look like academy recruits in comparison. 


"Think the brain-squid is important?" Doran asked. 

"Looks like we're in some sort of temple," Sabine leaned forward, 
still not recovered from the Force Portal but looking a lot better. "So 
probably." 


"The unarmed Vongese are probably priests or something then," 
Dinua observed. 


"Okay, so let's blast the brain-squid," Doran said simply. 


Three pairs of eyes turned to him, with both females having raised 
their eyebrows as well. 


"What?" 


Outside the warriors had all aimed various weapons at the 
intrusion, but no one had actually fired. A fact everyone inside 
seemed to take note of. 


"I wonder what they're waiting for." 


The question was answered when a set of doors to the room slid 
open again, and this time the toughest and meanest looking 
Yuuzhan Vong out of even the ones that had gathered, arrived. 


"Jeedai infidels! I am Commander Muyel! Are you such blasphemous 
cowards that you would hide in your unfeeling ship and deny us a 
proper battle before all of the Yun'o? Come out and face me in solo 


combat like the honorable warriors you claim to be!" 

Shaking their heads, Doran and Ezra looked pityingly at the 
commander just before simultaneously depressing the triggers of 
their weapon systems. 

FtF Chapter End FtF 
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Climbing out of what was left of the charred and pitted Phantom III, 
Ezra looked far from the embittered forty-plus year old man and 
more like a sheepish teenager who had just wrecked his parent's 
speeder after taking it on a joyride. A soot-covered, disgruntled 
Sabine followed, wiggling herself free from the assault gunboat, or 
what was left of it. The Ghost and the rest of their group eyeballed 
the wreck almost in disbelief. It wasn't the only damaged ship in the 
hangar of the Intrepid, but it was the only ship damaged beyond all 
recognition. 


"You certainly did a number on her, dad," Aran laughed. 


"Rest in pieces, you only lasted two planets, but you served us well," 
Ephraim said to the gunboat in jest. 


"How are you still alive?" Tracyn finally managed as Doran and 
Dinua emerged to join the rest. Behind Doran, Ezra, Dinua, and 
Sabine, the Phantom III chose that moment to fall apart in half. 


"The Force," Ezra and Doran said simultaneously. 


"Well, whatever you did, you just saved a lot of lives," Hera said 
evenly. She glanced at the wreck and then shook her head ruefully. 
"Which makes me ask, what did you do?" 


"What happened?" Dinua asked. 


Hera gestured to the field of stars outside the hangar. "Shortly after 
our conversation, the Yuuzhan Vong fleet lost all coordination and 
fell into an unorganized mess. The large cruiser's guns also went 
silent, and it gave everyone time to regroup. The Yuuzhan Vong 
fleet was in full retreat when you burst out of that cruiser's backside 
and they jumped to hyperspace probably seconds later." 


"I guess we were right, the brain-squid thing was important," Doran 
said lightly. 


"We had the Force guiding us and we ended up in an important- 
looking chamber that housed this...for lack of a better name... 


brain-squid," Ezra elaborated. "We neutralized the brain-squid, then 
had to shoot our way out of the interior of the cruiser to break free. 
Most of the hallways weren't designed to have an assault gunboat 
fly down them so we took a little damage from that. The warriors 
were also lobbing explosives and plasma from hand-held weapons 
too. Oh, and apparently when we exited the ship it triggered the 
void defenses and a part of the assault gunboat was ripped apart by 
the singularity. It then took all of Doran and my efforts to keep the 
ship in one piece and I guess you tractored us in after the Yuuzhan 
Vong left." 


No other words could be said. Not because there wasn't anything to 
say, but because the group overheard an ominous call come in over 
the comm-system. 


"This is Bright Wing lead to Intrepid Hangar Control. I am on final 
approach but my last ion engine just went critical. I am on a completely 
ballistic course heading into the hangar, get clear! I repeat, I have no 
propulsion control, get clear!" 


Following the call was a hangar-wide announcement and a klaxon 
alarm. "All staff, clear the hangar! Emergency teams stand by, fire- 
suppression units stand by!" 


The engineers and supporting crew began streaming towards the 
exit. Sabine, Dinua, Tracyn, Jintar, and Hera started to join the 
evacuees when they realized that four people weren't with them. 
With exasperated groans they glanced over their shoulders and saw 
the four Force-users in the center of the hangar, the quartet resting 
on the backs of their legs. There was no time to go back for them as 
a blazing wreck of a K-wing blazed through the mag-con shields. 
Fiery debris rained down as it entered the oxygen-filled hangar, the 
deafening screech of tortured metal echoing loudly all around. The 
seemingly doomed fighter was on a collision course for the hangar 
wall. Of course, resting against said wall happened to be a large 
tanker full of fuel. 


The K-wing suddenly came to a halt in mid-air. A wind siphoned up 
the flames into a small funnel, before expelling the energy out of 
the mag-con shield. Then slowly, the K-wing was rotated and 
plopped gently down on an open area of the hangar floor. The 
bewildered pilot and one of the crew of the fighter-bomber, looked 
out through the blackened cockpit canopy. 


The hangar became completely silent, the support crews staring at 
the Jedi in shock, abandoning their evacuation efforts in disbelief. 


Eventually someone began clapping, and then others joined in, 
cheers going up all around. The relief of a disaster averted blended 
with the relief of surviving a Yuuzhan Vong onslaught, and soon the 
entire hangar was celebrating. 


"Let's hear it for the Jedi!" 


In the meantime, the K-wing pilot and crew member both climbed 
out of their fighter, supporting a badly burned comrade between 
the two of them. Medical teams whisked away the injured, and the 
hangar slowly returned to normal operations. 


"Thank you, Jedi," the K-wing fighter-pilot smiled tiredly. She was a 
dark-haired woman probably closer to Aran and Ephraim's ages 
than any of the others present. Her flightsuit had more than a few 
charred areas and dried blood matted her close-cut hair to her 
forehead. "Commander Oriana Doni, drinks are on me." 


"Jedi Ephraim Wren, ma'am. And we were just doing our duty," 
Ephraim said modestly, stepping in front of the others to shake her 
hand. Behind Ephraim's back, Ezra and Aran exchanged surprised 
looks. "We didn't expect any reward." 


"T'm still getting you those drinks though," the commander laughed 
weakly, then clutched her side and groaned. "Force knows I need 
it." 


"You're hurt." Ephraim placed a hand over hers in concern. 


Oriana smiled bravely but it was more of a grimace than anything. 
"It's probably a broken rib or three. Save the bacta for the ones that 
need it. Between the refugees and the military, there are loads 
worse off than I am." 


"I'm a fully certified Jedi healer and I say let's get you to the med- 
bay," Ephraim wrapped an arm around her in support. "We need to 
make sure any drinks we do have won't finish burning a hole those 
Vong weapons started. I'll accept the drinks afterwards." 


"If you insist, Jedi Wren." 


Doran, Ezra, and Aran just watched in bemusement as Ephraim 
walked off with the K-wing pilot. 


"Hi, I'm Aran, I helped save you too," Aran muttered holding out his 
hand to an imaginary pilot. "It's nice to meet you. This is my father 


and this is my adopted little brother. They're also Jedi and they 
helped save your life too." 


"I take it Ephraim doesn't usually do that?" Doran said with a small 
laugh. 


"In all my life I've never seen Little Zeb flirt, date, or even show 
interest in anyone," Aran said faintly. "I always thought he just 
decided to follow that 'no attachments' part of the Jedi Code." 


"He's the most introverted of my kids," Ezra added. "Probably why 
he has very poor diplomatic tact." 


By then Hera, Sabine, and the others had caught up with the now 
trio of Jedi. 


"Did I just see our son walk away with a girl?" 
"It wasn't a Force hallucination, he really did, mom." 


"Just when I thought I knew my kids," Sabine said with a laugh of 
disbelief. 


Aran cleared his throat. "Errr...On a more serious note, Ephraim 
and I had some bad news to give. But since he's off playing Jedi, I 
guess I have to do it." 


"Go ahead," Ezra ceded the floor. 


"That little engagement scared the ever-living-Loth-scat out of a lot 
of the transport drivers. Didn't help that we lost over three dozen of 
them in less than an hour. Many of them came because they 
thought the New Republic would be able to cover any evacuations, 
but seeing the Vong sweep aside the New Republic forces without 
any real difficulty has changed a lot of minds. Both Ephraim and I, 
though it was mainly me, got a whole lot of abusive comm- 
messages accusing us of misleading them on how dangerous this 
endeavor was. No matter how much we upped their pay, they still 
refused. After all, they can't get paid a whole lot of credits if they're 
dead." 


"So the end result is?" 
"Not all the transport drivers left. Most of the ones Ephraim brought 


in stayed. But it's going to take us a little into next year to fully 
evacuate the planet," Aran summed up grimly. "Even longer if the 


New Republic forces pull out completely. Shorter if the Vong attack 
in that time and wipe everyone out." 


"They'll definitely be coming full force after this battle," Hera 
Syndulla agreed. 


"How many people did we managed to get out?" Doran asked 
curiously. 


"Two million, a few hundred thousand, and some change," Aran 
relayed. "We lost about three-quarters of a million in those 
transports that were destroyed." 


"The New Republic forces here aren't in any better shape," Tracyn 
spoke up. "From what we were able to see from the Ghost, they lost 
one of their heavy cruisers and most of their supporting vessels. The 
other cruiser, the Illustrious I think, is badly damaged. The Vongese 
seemed to know right where to hit them and how." 


A set of doors to the hangar opened and a battle-weary Admiral 
Morano emerged. His face was caked with soot and blood and his 
hair was in disarray. His admiral's uniform was similarly stained 
with blood and he had makeshift bandages over two blaster 
wounds. He noted the group and limped towards them. 


"Thank you for saving my fleet," the admiral said tiredly. "I'm sure 
that if it wasn't for you, myself and most everyone else in this 
system would be dead." 


"Us included," Hera remarked. "I'm sorry for your losses, admiral." 


"Thank you," the admiral nodded. "In a way, these Vong helped 
fulfill your wish, Jedi Sarkin-Tainer." 


"Huh?" 


"My fleet is no longer combat operational. We've taken well over 
sixty percent casualties in that single engagement alone." 


"That seems extraordinarily high," Hera frowned. 


"It is," the admiral turned his gaze to the charred and damaged 
wrecks of various fighters that had managed to return. "Intel and 
the powers that be flagged this planet as low priority because the 
Yuuzhan Vong hadn't bothered seizing yet and it had no real 
tactical value. This was just supposed to be a holding action until 


we had further orders from command, so many of my commanders 
and captains were newly promoted, never seen real battle before. 
Most of the fighter-pilots too, they were fresh out of the academy. It 
didn't help that a member of my bridge crew had joined the Peace 
Brigade and shot up the place mid-battle. Investigations are 
underway but we suspect he probably met them during his shore- 
leave. That's why you didn't tell me about the Jedi Bridger's arrival 
ahead of time, correct?" 


"I expected something like that this close to the frontlines, yes," Ezra 
said solemnly. In the background, Jintar's eyes darted to the back of 
Doran's head. "I had to let Doran know too so he could make our 
helplessness look more convincing." 


The admiral tore his gaze away from the hangar operations as 
another med-team came rushing out to deal with a badly wounded 
pilot. "Well, we can't get any more convincing now. I told command 
that we were no longer combat-ready and couldn't get to the 
staging site, and they told us to resume protection of this world." 


Admiral Morano sounded extremely bitter at that, and Doran 
couldn't help but speak up. "Errr....admiral, sir. What did you mean 
when you said that the Vong helped fulfill my wish?" 


"Now that we no longer have to report to the staging site, what's left 
of this fleet is free to help you out," the admiral exhaled slowly. "I'm 
putting Celanon under martial law and arresting any and all Peace 
Brigade members we find. Since we've been ordered to hold here, I 
might as well help with the evacuation." 


"We were just talking about that," Aran voiced. "Most of the pilots 
who were in it for themselves have decided to cut their losses and 
leave. That still leaves about a hundred or so transport pilots willing 
to risk the danger. That number will probably go up once they learn 
that the New Republic is sticking around." 


The admiral acknowledged that with a weary sigh. "The only thing 
that will keep the Vong away at the moment is the fact that they're 
just as clueless about how the Jedi ended up in the middle of their 
flag as the rest of us. Once they get over that shock, they're going to 
return twice as strong and no one will be able to hold them off. I 
can lend your rescue mission at most a couple of squadrons and 
maybe one frigate. But head-to-head engagements are definitely out 
now. I'll also need one of you Jedi to do me a favor and stick 
around to act as a deterrent while we evacuate the planet." 


"Jedi Wren is perfect for that," Aran said evenly, volunteering his 
brother. "He's helping your wounded right now, but when we get a 
chance, we'll let him know." 

"Good luck with your mission," Admiral Morano said genuinely. 
"Chances are, this will probably be the last time I see you all. It's 
been an honor fighting alongside you, General Syndulla." 
"Likewise, admiral," Hera shook his hand and then met his salute. 
[-I-I-I-I 


"And you're sure you're okay with this? I only said it as a joke. I'm fine 
staying here if you want to do your Jedi thing." 


"I'm sure," Ephraim calmly, his holo-image flickering slightly. "I 
expected something like this the moment we learned of the situation on 
Celanon. It just means it's up to you to help the others get our little sister 
back." 

"Will do, Little Zeb." 


Ephraim's holo-gram switched focused to the others listening in. 
"Mom, dad, Aunt Syndulla, good luck out there. Be careful." 


"We'll do our best," Hera Syndulla said softly. "You take care out 
here too. The Yuuzhan Vong aren't going to take this defeat lying 
down. They're more than likely to send constant skirmishes to wear 
you out." 

"Tl be fine, Aunt Syndulla," Ephraim said with a gentle nod. 
"Ephraim." 

"Mom?" 


"If things go anywhere with that fighter pilot I saw you with, you 
better not follow your older brother's example and elope." 


"Moooom!" Ephraim groaned. "Ori's injuries were a lot more serious 
than she let on. I was just helping her to the med-bay." 


"You're already using nicknames," Ezra pointed out in amusement. 


"Captain Doni doesn't like formality off-duty," Ephraim muttered. 
"Anyways, don't you have my sister to save? You should get going." 


"Ephraim, I mean it. You elope and I'm attaching a det-charge to 
Aran's some-how-undamaged-despite-supposedly-being-in-the- 
middle-of-combat Blockade Runner and giving it some character." 
"Hey, why am I being punished!" 


"You're the older brother, you needed to set a better example." 
Sabine said with a fake smile. 


"Bye, mom," Aran said, rolling his eyes. He ended the 
communication and his hologram winked out. 


"Bye," Ephraim said in turn. The middle Wren sibling's holo 
flickered out. 


"To be fair," Hera said lightly to Ezra and Sabine. "The two of you 
did kind of elope." 


"A Mandalorian marriage is not eloping," Sabine protested. "We said 
our vows and we were married. Why spend an obscene amount of 
credits on something that only takes a few minutes?" 


"Errr...what's a Mandalorian marriage?" Doran voiced from behind 
them. 


"It's basically what Sabine said," Ezra answered. "We find a moment 
that seems right and just pledged ourselves to each other, and we 
were married." 

"Just like that?" 

"Just like that." 

"Wow." And then because Doran's mouth-filter decided to once 
again take a vacation. "I guess Mandalorian baby-making has to be 
just as...hey!" 

"K'atini," both Dinua and Tracyn said in unison. 


"I'm going to have permanent bruises from the both of you after this 
year!" 


"Not really," Tracyn shook out her hand with a grimace. "I need to 
find a softer place to punch." 


"You've really come a long way since your first visit," Dinua hid her 


own discomfort better but held her hand anyways. "Agreed." 
"I don't agree!" 


"You don't get a vote," Tracyn and Dinua said again, still on the 
same wavelength. 


"Come on, children," Hera sighed in exasperation. "Where to next?" 


"Rexo, can you pull up a starchart of the Belsmuth and Mandalore 
sector?"Tracyn requested. 


"Yes, Empress Gedyc, at once," the modified pilot droid chimed 
obediently, his eyes glowing to project a map of the requested 
sectors. 


Everyone stared at Tracyn, eyebrows raised. 


"What? He's a Kyr'tsad droid," Tracyn said defensively. "What other 
title would I go by?" 


"Nothing, nothing," Doran held his hands up. 


Tracyn sent a sharp look to the others, who held up their own 
hands in turn. "Rexo, eliminate systems with a heavy Yuuzhan Vong 
presence. Illuminate the ones with a light Yuuzhan Vong presence 
in yellow." 


Immediately, most of the Belsmuth sector turned red, with splotches 
of yellow appearing few and far apart. 


"That makes sense." Hera said, studying the map. "Botajef is a major 
shipyards, was an Imperial fortress world before the Pentastar 
Alignment. It would have been one of the first targets of the 
Yuuzhan Vong to keep the New Republic from having a stronghold 
behind their lines." 


"It definitely limits the number of routes back to Mandalorian 
space," Sabine chimed in. 


"How about that system?" Doran pointed to one of the few splotches 
in the Belsmuth sector not illuminated in any sort of color." 


Tracyn focused her attention on the indicated planet. "That one? 
Harloen? Rexo, what do your datafiles have on that world?" 


"The Harloen system contains three habitable worlds, two of which 
are friendly for human-life," the repurposed tour-droid said brightly. 
"The primary world of Harloen is the largest, with a population of 
three-point-two billion life forms. Harloen is most famous for its 
swoop racing and is part of the Outer Rim Championship Swoop 
Circuits. Swoop Tourism, as well as tours of its natural wonders, are 
its primary form of income. Star Tours also has a presence on the 
world to ferry said tourists to and from the world to enjoy the many 
sights and sounds of this wonderful Outer Rim gem. I can tell you 
more about Harloen or the neighboring worlds if you wish, Empress 
Gedyc." 


"Not necessary, Rexo. Thank you." 


"At least now we know why the Vong have avoided it," Ezra said 
with a laugh. "It's not any sort of threat at all." 


"Chopper, tell Captain Tharen to head towards Harloen," Hera 
directed. "Once there we can scout out Gargon and decide our next 
plan of attack." 


The Ghost, Wraith, a New Republic Corona-class frigate the Toprawa, 
lined up side by side before they jumped to hyperspace in unison. 


FtF II FtF 


"It's a good thing you had us change our gravimetric profiles," Hera 
said to Aran as they relaxed in the Ghost's lounge. "The Yuuzhan 
Vong definitely have this system under observation." 


The oldest of the Bridger-Wren children was reclining on the couch 
with his feet resting on the dejarik table. Lounging against him was 
his wife-by-elopement, Theelin slicer Meredi Wren. Aran patted her 
shoulder as he answered his godmother. "Yeah, our contacts in the 
definitely-not-underworld told us that the Vong have a way of 
identifying ships based on their profile. Since the dovin basal mines 
are gravity-based, it makes a lot of sense." 


"Definitely-not-underworld'?" Sabine said with an arched eyebrow. 


"Peace Brigade doesn't really count as underworld, right? I mean, 
they're very visible and present and...above world." 


"These contacts know you're a Jedi?" Ezra said with a touch of 
worry. 


"Of course not," Aran laughed. "Just like they don't about the others 
in my crew too." 


"Wait," Doran said, sitting up in surprise. "How many Jedi are on 
your Blockade Runner?" 


Aran held up a hand. "Well, first off, I wouldn't call us Jedi, not 
exactly. But there's Alora, her daughter Willow, the Reath siblings, 
and Pypey. You ever meet a militant Ithorian kid?" 


"No?" Doran said, taken aback. It was hard to imagine a peace- 
loving race like the Ithorian as violent. 


"I should introduce you to Pypey then. To answer your question, 
apart from me, there are seven other Force users on the Wraith. 
Most of them are the kids my folks saved from an Imperial 
Inquisitor program back during the civil war." 


"Master Echuu Shen-Jon and Naat helped," Ezra said modestly. 
"Though Master Shen-Jon did get his lightsaber destroyed in the 
process. They were trying to rescue one of Naat's kids." 


"Wait, rewind. Seven?! And they're all like you?" 


"What? Pirate-y, kinda-sorta accepting the Jedi Code, and fighting 
for the good guys? Yeah," Aran laughed. "Ephraim can keep 
whatever Jedi traditions he wants, we Knights of Wren march to 
our own tune." 


"An unofficial off-shoot of the Jedi Order that Aran hopes will catch 
on," Ezra explained in deadpan to the Mandalorians present. 


"Hey, we're official," Aran said, looking hurt. "Just the other day, 
when we were dropping off those Jedi artifacts we uncovered, 
Master Dekim and Master Sitra gave us their seal of approval." 


"I told you before, sweetie," Meredi sighed, patting his arm 
sympathetically. "Master Dekim giving us a certificate of 
participation on a sheet of scrap plastisteel does not actually mean 
we're a part of the mainstream order. The fact that Master Sitra 
signed it just to humor you and your magnificent seven doesn't 
mean anything." 


"Hey, Doran, you're not a traditional Jedi, care to join the Knights 
of Wren?" Aran said, completely ignoring his wife's comment. 


"I'm not exactly a joiner," Doran chuckled, shaking his head. 
"Thanks for the offer though." 


AP-Five chose that moment to enter the cabin. "Chopper and Rexo 
would like me to inform you that we have entered into high orbit 
around Harloen. They wish you to know that there are no signs of 
any military vessels in the immediate vicinity, though there are a 
couple of suspicious asteroids orbiting the first and seconds moons 
of the planet. Odds are that they are Yuuzhan Vong scoutcraft, but I 
would not bet my life on that." 


"Thank you, AP-Five," Hera smiled at the droid. "How are Rexo and 
Chopper getting along?" 


"Poorly," the protocol droid droned. "It is why I decided to deliver 
their report in person." 


Aran's comlink chimed and he fished it out of his pocket. "Go ahead 
Wills," 


"Captain, we've got a call from the planet. It's your favorite media rep 
from our brigade of peace-loving friends." 


"Punch it through to the Ghost," Aran said, his expression suddenly 
serious. He swung his feet off the table and activated the holo-com 
function. 


A second later and a man wearing a garish military outfit, with a 
haphazard collection of military awards from several different 
systems pinned on, appeared. "Ah, if it isn't my good buddy Hondo 
Vizago." 


"Colonel Karhe, what a surprise!" Aran boomed gregariously. "How 
is ol' General Rinmek these days?" 


"Jartre's doing just great. Better than great," the colonel, a slender man 
with the mannerisms of a weasel, leaned forward. "Just between you 
and me, Hondo. The Yuuzhan Vong chose him out of the others to be 
the leader of our fleet." 


"We don't have a fleet yet," Aran whispered back with a smile, 
matching the man's hushed tones. 


"Not yet. But after our forces on Indu San handed the local Vong 
commander those two Jedi they caught, the Yuuzhan Vong have finally 
seen our worth. I'm actually here on a recruiting trip to drum up crew 


for the ships we're going to get." 
"So it's really happening then?" 


"Yeah, can you believe it? We're even getting an official capitol on Ylesia 
once the Vong capture it." 


"Oh, while we're on the subject of capturing Jedi, did you hear the 
news out of Celanon?" Aran said almost breathlessly. 


"No, why?" 


"Apparently some old man, a Republic-era Jedi, popped up and 
tried to help evacuate the planet. The Yuuzhan Vong, forever may 
the rule, showed up, and get this, our local commander on the 
planet actually betrayed the Yuuzhan Vong." 


"What? I know Governor Sasil. He'd never..." 


"I was there Tabil!" Aran cut the man off with manufactured rage. 
"There were Jedi openly broadcasting on the HoloNet. A New 
Republic fleet group was waiting for the Yuuzhan Vong as well as 
more than one Jedi! Most of our people on Celanon are either dead 
or in prison by now! My crew and I only got away because we were 
tasked with being long-range observers." 


"This... The Yuuzhan Vong certainly don't blame us, do they? Not after 
what Jartre and everyone loyal to this galaxy has managed to do for 
them." 


"I wouldn't know. I turned tail the moment the Jedi used a secret 
Yuuzhan Vong killing technique on the command ship," Aran said, 
doing an impressive job of looking as if he had just seen the most 
horrible thing in his life. "But we definitely can't have a repeat of 
this. If it does happen again, heads are going to roll. Pass the word 
along that Celanon is being defended by Jedi who have some sort of 
technique that lets them destroy even the most powerful of 
Yuuzhan Vong cruisers." 


"Tl definitely do so." 

"Good, good," Aran sagged back in his chair, acting relieved. Then 
he sat up again. "Hey, I just thought of something. Our benevolent 
allies have a large garrison in Mandalorian space, right?" 


"Yeah." 


"If another assault is going to be made on Celanon, their ships are 
probably going to be involved. I have to warn them before a 
disaster happens." 


"Oh Living Gods, you're right!" 


"Quick, give me the data we have on the ships in Mandalorian 
Space, the Gargon system specifically. I know their commander has 
a large force there, but don't know anything beyond that." 


"We only have a few people in Mando space," the 'colonel' whined. "I 
think only one on Gargon. You know we keep things compartmentalized 
for a reason!" 


"Then give me what you have," Aran swiped a hand through the air. 
"Come on, Colonel Tabil Karhe, it's for the cause! If the garrison at 
Gargon attacks Celanon and loses, what do you think is going to 
happen to people like us? You've seen the nasty stuff the Yuuzhan 
Vong do to those that get in their way. Do you want that happening 
to you and your family?" 


"[...I'll need a few hours to talk to my contacts. But you're right. Ill have 
that information you want as soon as I can." 


"Good, instead of continuing my course, I'll stick around. But only 
for a few hours. I don't want to be here if things go to Hoth ina 
hand-basket." Aran ended the call. 


Around the room, Doran, Ezra, and Jintar were giving him a silent 
round of applause. Sabine swatted Ezra midway through, rolling her 
eyes but smiling all the same. "I knew we let you hang around 
Hondo and Azmorigan too much." 


"They were awesome babysitters," Aran defended them with a 
laugh. "Meri and I will be heading back to the Wraith. AP-Five, tell 
our pilots to stay in orbit for another three hours. We'll know more 
once the good colonel gets back to me." 


"Is he really a colonel?" Tracyn said with a skeptical grin. 


"Nah," Aran stood and stretched. "He was the official in charge of 
media-relations at his local civilian spaceport." 


Tracyn absorbed the knowledge with a look of disbelief. "How the 
Peace Brigade is causing the New Republic and the Jedi so much 
trouble is embarrassing." 


The Theelin slicer empathized. "No kidding. Who knew that putting 
a bunch of lying, egotistical, self-serving idiots in a position of 
power would make them a galactic threat." 


II-I-II-I-II 


It was Doran's turn to camp out in the gun turret of the Ghost. He 
couldn't help but reflect on the surreal events of the last few days, 
couldn't help but wonder how he'd managed to stay sane and alive. 
He gazed absently at the world slowly rotating below the ship, its 
people still going about their daily lives. They had routines, safe, 
ordinary routines. They'd wake up, maybe have breakfast, head to 
work, take a break for lunch, back to work, return home, have 
dinner, go to bed, and then repeat it all over again. They didn't 
have to worry about events of galactic consequence, didn't have to 
think about what would happen lightyears away if they made a 
single misstep. 


Doran knew he'd never have that luxury. He let his thoughts 
wonder to a life he might have had if he hadn't been born with the 
Force. Would he have been raised by his dad instead? Groomed to 
be the next generation of Sarkin-Tainer commandos. Or would his 
parents let him choose his own path, maybe let him settle down on 
some out-of-the-way world and take up a simple job that didn't 
involve making decisions of life and death. 


The thirteen year old let out a small snort at that thought. Even if 
he didn't have the Force, he'd miss going from planet to planet, 
seeing all the different cultures and peoples throughout the galaxy. 
He heard someone make their way down the ladder, and didn't 
have to look up to know it was Dinua. He scooted over a little, but 
didn't look in her direction. 

"Brooding again?" 

"Just thinking this time." 

"About?" 

"Do you think I'd have made a good Star Tours pilot?" 

Obviously very thrown off by the question, Dinua took a few 
moments to respond. "I don't think you'd meet their hiring criteria. 


They tend to use droids to pilot their ships. Being one at one point 
doesn't count." 


Doran, who had opened his mouth to say her last point, closed it 
again with a small pout. He recovered and chuckled softly. "Fine, 
maybe I'll open my own galactic tour agency. Yeah, it'd be called 
Galaxy Tours." 


"What brought this on?" 


"Just thinking about a life I might have had if I hadn't been born 
with the Force," Doran gestured to the planet. "I don't think I would 
have plopped down roots on any one planet. I like seeing the galaxy 
too much for that." 


"I can't see you settling down either." 
"How about you?" 
"Huh?" 


"At the start of my training, you asked if not having the Force 
would still make me a Jedi. What if you weren't a soldier and didn't 
have a super-commando mom so you didn't have any pressure 
joining the super-commandos either. What would you be?" 


Dinua was quiet for a long while, and Doran hazarded a glance in 
her direction. Her own gaze was now directed at the planet as she 
remained lost in thought. He smiled softly and shook his head. 


"Never mind, forget I..." 
"A farmer," Dinua said softly. 
"What?" 


"You asked what I'd be if I didn't have to be a soldier," Dinua 
breathed out. "Before my mother joined the Protectorate forces, she 
had a farmstead on Manda'yaim with my father. He died before I 
was born, but the strongest memory I have of those times was 
playing with the baby animals. One time, I poked at the eye of a 
baby strill and it bit me." She took off her gauntlet and stared at a 
faint, jagged scar on one finger. "I...I think I'd like to return to that 
farmstead, make it successful. Rather than helping the galaxy by 
blasting things, I'd want to help by feeding people who need it." 


"That...I didn't expect that at all." 


"You asked," Dinua said a bit mutinously. 


"I know, I know! But still...thank you for answering." 
"It's your fault you know." 
"My fault that you want to be a farmer?" 


"Partially, but I meant me answering," Dinua grumbled, leaning 
against him. "At the start of this year, if you had asked me that 
question, I would have laughed in your face and told you that being 
a member of the Protectorate was the only thing I'd ever do. 
Farming was for the older Mando'ade, or those who didn't have 
what it took to be out in the galaxy. It was a soft job that I wouldn't 
have been caught dead doing." 


"What changed?" 


"Gee, I wonder who waltzed into my life this past year and upended 
everything I ever believed?" 


"Ve?" 


"It certainly wasn't Gedyc or Skirata. Which reminds me, Di‘kut 
Number Two wants to talk with you." 


"Are you sure it wasn't Tracyn who changed your outlook? You're 
even using her naming pattern thing." 


"Shut up," Dinua nudged his body with her own. "It was you, okay? 
There, I said it! You're the one who taught me that being soft from 
time to time is okay. That there can be other ways to solve the 
galaxy's problems besides blasting them. Though I still say that 
blasting is the most effective form of problem solving." 

"Of course," Doran smiled faintly. 

Dinua nudged him again. 

"What was that for?" 

"For being smug," Dinua muttered grumpily. 


More silence followed, the world of Harloen continuing to spin 
along with the rest of the galaxy. 


"I've learned a lot from you, Tracyn, and Jintar too," Doran said, his 
voice barely audible. 


"Yeah?" 


"My mom once told me that the Mandalorians would be what the 
Jedi could have been without the Force. But I don't think it's like 
that. Mandalorian, Jedi, we're two completely separate peoples that 
couldn't be more different if we tried. To compare the two is to 
insult both. But at the same time we're both people," Doran exhaled 
slowly as he tried to organize the thoughts bouncing around in his 
head. "The Jedi and the various Force-sects I've visited all teach 
restraint in one way or another. Whether its emotions, impulses, 
desires, it's that restraint that makes the Jedi both effective and 
ineffective. The Mandalorians get you to embrace your passions, 
your pride, your identity as a Mando. Again, it's what makes the 
Mandalorians both effective and ineffective. If the two cultures 
were flip sides of a coin, then it'd be impossible for Jedi and 
Mandalorian to get along because all they'd want to do is come out 
on top. If they were distorted images of each other, then there could 
never be a Jedi Mandalorian because by definition of both cultures, 
you either loyal to Mandalore or the Code." 


"Then why do the Jedi and Mandalorians always seem to clash 
throughout history?" Dinua asked with genuine curiosity. 


"My opinion? Because leaders of both factions are knuckleheads 
who think that war is the only option and those leaders imprint 
those beliefs on the ones who follow them. Those followers listen 
because our respective codes say we have to. I mean, look at me 
and Hera Wren. We're existing right alongside you Mandalorians on 
Gargon. We're even helping each other get better with our different 
points of view and sets of experiences. What you and the others 
have taught me is that the Mandalorians aren't this mysteriously 
militant 'other' I have to learn from. That if you take away the 
armor, the blasters, the tough-talk, and kick-buttness, at the core of 
it, you're just people." 


"Just people'?" 


"Yeah, people from a planet no different than any of the other 
diverse cultures in the galaxy," Doran shrugged nonchalantly. "Each 
culture has their quirks and their fanatics, has their values and 
beliefs. It might not be the same as mine or anything I'm used to, 
but you're still people." 


"Even if we're completely different than your Jedi values? Believe in 
blasting instead of talking?" 


"If everyone was the same, just like me, the whole galaxy would get 
very boring very quickly. What makes the galaxy a fun place to 
explore is how diverse it is and how different people solve problems 
in different ways because of that diversity." 


"If everyone were just like you, I don't think the galaxy would 
survive," Dinua said wryly. 


"Well, there's that too," Doran shared a grin with her. "Anyways, 
that's what I've learned from you Mandos in my time here. When it 
comes to Mandalorian and Jedi, there is no 'my side' and 'your side." 
What there is though is an ‘our side’. We share this galaxy together, 
and it's our duty to make sure we're doing our part to make it a 
better place." 


Dinua was quiet again, before snorting and shaking her head. 
"Hey!" 
"Just like a Jedi, even your revelations are on a grand scale." 


Doran couldn't help but laugh along with her, wrapping an arm 
around her in a one-armed hug. "Of course, did you expect anything 
less?" 


II-I-11-I-II 


"Dinua said you wanted to speak with me?" Doran said carefully, 
entering the cargohold of the Ghost. He found it very convenient 
that his friends had all chosen designated 'spots' to hang out in 
during their crazy sojourn on the famed freighter. It made them 
easier to find if he wanted to talk to them. 


Easier to find even if he didn't want to talk to them. Having very 
few long-term friends due to his adventuring throughout the galaxy 
with his mom, meant he had very little experience in handling 
'fights' no matter how small between said friends. His nearly year 
with the Mandalorians had been the longest he had been in 'one 
place' outside of a few stays on Yavin Four. To say he we feeling 
awkward and slightly uncomfortable would be a little bit of an 
understatement. 


Jintar looked up from where he had been stripping and cleaning 
several blasters, then refocused on his work. "Yeah." 


Doran used the railing of the ladder to slide down to the deck floor. 


"I'm here, let's talk." 
"On Celanon," Jintar began slowly. "Sorry for that." 


"Not a problem, I'd have been upset too," Doran returned in the 
same, casual tone, leaning against the bulkhead by the workbench. 


"Should have known you'd pull a Jedi trick out of your sleeves." 
"Hey, it's okay. I'm the one with mind-reading powers, not you." 
"We good?" 

"I am if you are." 

"Good," Jintar nodded, still tinkering with the blasters. 

"That it?" Doran blinked. 


Jintar glanced at him with arched eyebrows. "Expecting something 
more?" 


"Nah, just never had a friend blow up on me like that," Doran 
shrugged. "Didn't know what to expect." 


"We can hug it out if you want," a corner of Jintar's lips twitched as 
he fought back a smirk. "It's what you Jedi do after an argument, 
right?" 


Now it was Doran's turn to arch his eyebrows. "Did I violate some 
Mandalorian 'guy code' by expecting more?" 


"Nope, but Mandalorian guy-code rules says that most disputes are 
settled with a good, old-fashioned boxing match," Jintar remarked. 
"I always know when my uncle Mereel comes back from an 


unsuccessful attempt at bedding another woman when he and my 
other uncles have split lips, broken noses, and black eyes." 


"T'm still technically a Mando with you guys for a month and a half." 


At that Jintar slowly put down the pieces he was working on and 
gave Doran his full attention. "You serious?" 


"We're good, right?" 


"Yeah?" 


"Then yeah, I am." Doran smiled a toothy grin. "Unless, of course, 
you don't feel Mando enough." 


"Oh, it's definitely on," Jintar laughed. "No using your Force though. 
It's just plain cheating if you do." 


"Anything else, oh laandurika?" Doran taunted. 
"You are definitely going to get it now," Jintar mock glowered. 


The two moved to the center of the empty cargohold, their taller- 
than average statures squaring off. Doran removed the vest he had 
been wearing and pulled his arms free of the orange coveralls that 
had been beneath the vest. He let the coveralls bunch up around his 
waist, bearing his torso. Jintar removed the long-sleeved shirt he 
had been wearing and was soon similarly topless. Both were lean 
and sinewy, their muscle-mass making up a large part of their 
weight. Though Jintar was nearly four years older than Doran, 
Doran's parentage meant that the younger teen was still just as tall 
and developed. 


The two circled each other both feinting and weaving in an attempt 
to get a feel for the other's fighting style. Fighting with blasters and 
bladed weapons was one thing, but neither had truly seen the other 
in a hand-to-hand match before. 


Doran made the first move, stepping into Jintar's guard, only for the 
older teen to swat aside the fist and attempt a counter-attack. Doran 
dodged it, tried to deliver another punch, but Jintar used a leg to 
kick-push Doran back. Both boys grinned at each other for a 
moment, and then immediately re-engaged in a flurry of fists and 
kicks. 


"Hey guys, we just got word from..." Tracyn's voice trailed off, the 
oldest of the group coming to a halt at the top of the cargobay. Her 
wide eyes took in both toned torsos and she swallowed heavily. 
"Okaaay, my message can wait. As you were." 


Jintar got the upper-hand and managed to lift Doran off the deck 
and drive him to the floor. But Doran quickly wiggled free and 
rolled on top of the older teen, trying to trap one of Jintar's arms. 
Jintar used the bulkhead wall to leverage himself out of the 
predicament, and the two sprung back to their feet. Only a second 
later, they were trading attacks once more. A glancing blow caught 
the top of Doran's forehead, a kick catching the inside of Jintar's 
right thigh. Doran used the moment to dive forward before Jintar 


could recover, knocking Jintar off his feet. Doran tried to get into a 
mounted position, but Jintar got his legs free and the two rolled 
around on the deck floor vying for dominance. 


"Gedyc, General Syndulla wants to know what's taking you...oh," 
Dinua paused, coming to a stop next to Tracyn. 


"Yeah, right," Tracyn said, following the fight fervidly. 

"The Di'kut was just supposed to come here to talk to Skirata," Dinua 
said blankly. In the background the heavy breathing and grunting 
of the combatants reverberated in the enclosed bay. 

"They probably did, now they're solving it like Mandalorians." 

"Or like guys in general." 

"I'm not complaining, now shush." 

Doran and Jintar were on their feet again, both bearing new badges 
of courage from their last entanglement. Jintar's nose had been 
crunched from a headbutt, while Doran's lips were now split from a 
solid punch. Both were sweating and panting as they faced each 
other, silly smiles on their faces. 

"Give up yet?" Doran breathed out. 

"Not even close." 


While the two resumed the fight, Sabine, Ezra, and Hera joined the 
other two on the cargobay's upper level. 


"Oh, so this is what Meredi meant," Ezra blinked. 

"Huh?" Dinua said in response, though she was focused on the fight. 
"There's a betting pool going on on the Wraith and the Toprawa," 
Sabine sighed. "Apparently my daughter-in-law sliced into the 
Ghost's internal security cams when Aran felt what was happening 
and is broadcasting this to the other ships. Odds are in favor of 
Skirata at the moment." 


"Three-hundred on Skirata," Tracyn said, reaching into her tunic to 
hold up a credit-chip. 


"You're betting against Doran?" Ezra raised an eyebrow. 


"Skirata has more experience," Tracyn said, not looking away. "And 
as a Mandalorian is used to fighting. He'll win." 


"Five-hundred on Doran," Dinua said in response, holding up a 
credit-chit of her own. 


Tracyn followed the back and forth between the two fighters. "Give 
me a hundred on Doran too, just in case." 


Sabine face-palmed, Hera Syndulla smiled a melancholy smile, and 
Ezra accepted the offered chits. The group then fell quiet as they 
continued to watch the fight unfold. 


By then, both combatants were nearing their natural limits and 
were conserving what energy they did have left. Doran had the 
makings of a black-eye now, while Jintar had shifted his weight 
onto his left leg and had trouble breathing from his broken nose. 
Sweaty and panting, both teens threw caution into the wind at the 
exact same time and closed for one final exchange. A flurry of kicks 
and punches later, and Doran managed to sneak an upper-cut in just 
as Jintar was setting up for a round-house kick. The combination of 
Doran's fist meeting Jintar's chin, and Jintar's off-balance position 
had the older teen falling to the ground and out like a light. 


And with that, the tension that had been building since the fight 
started, left the room in a rush. Those holding their breaths released 
it, and on the two nearby ships there were some cheers and groans 
from those betting on the outcome. 

Doran reached over and pressed a hand to Jintar's forehead. After a 
few moments, the older teen stirred, groaning as his body scolded 
him for being involved in an act of manly idiocy. Jintar opened his 
eyes and smirked at Doran, who returned a bloody version of the 
same smirk thanks to his split lips. 

"Nice punch." 

"Thanks for keeping your head in the way." 

"Definitely didn't see that one coming." 

"We good now?" 

Jintar laughed. "Definitely." 


TI-I1I-11-I11-I1 


"You two are ori'‘dikute," Tracyn sighed, giving the bandaged and 
bruised duo an exasperated shake of her head. "We're a day or two 
away from launching a suicidal rescue mission to rescue 
Commander Wren and you get yourselves in this sorry state." 


"If I spend that time in a Jedi healing trance, I'll be just fine," Doran 
said cheerful, dodging a swipe by Jintar. 


"Ignore Gedyc," Dinua said in her usual monotone. "She's just upset 
she didn't win any credits." 


"What? You bet against me?" Doran affected a wounded look, which 
wasn't that hard to do given his current mummy-impersonator 
outfit. 


"And for you," Tracyn said defensively. "You know by now I like to 
cover all my bases." 


"She lost as much money as she won," Dinua deadpanned. 
"Did you bet against me?" Doran blinked. 


Dinua cocked her head to the side and raised an eyebrow. "You're 
the di'kut in our strange relationship." 


"It was three to one odds against you," Ezra said with great 
amusement. "Your girlfriend won a thousand and a half credits 
thanks to you." 


"I've always been meaning to add a few upgrades to my plasma 
pistols," Dinua said straight-faced. 


"Glad to have helped." 


The holo-table activated and the images of Aran Wren and the 
captain of the Toprawa, Captain Drace Tharen, appeared. 


"Hey, congrats on that win," Aran acknowledged Doran. 


"Aran," Sabine arched a 'mom' eyebrow at him. "How much did you 
win?" 


"Ten-thousand credits," Aran grinned a toothy grin. At Sabine's 
continued look, he quickly amended his statement. "Which I'm 
donating all to charitable causes of course." 


"Right," Sabine sighed. "You said that 'colonel' got back to you?" 


"Yeah, transmitting a datapacket he sent. Don't worry, Meredi scanned 
it, it's clean." 


In between the two holo-figures on the table sprouted an image of 
Gargon and the fleet surrounding it. 


"According to the Peace Brigade rep on Gargon, the Vong have been 
pulling forces out of the garrison to shore up forces on the frontline. This 
is both good and bad," Aran explained. "You can see that the Vong 
flagship is still in orbit. Though not quite as impressive as the one dad 
shredded, it can still do a lot of damage if it opens fire on the surface. 
Given how we're supposed to be the good guys, I think we're supposed to 
prevent that from happening." 


"What's the bad news?" Hera spoke. 


"The bad news is that there are two other capital ships in the area too, 
both equally dangerous and full of easily-angered Yuuzhan Vong. Now 
my contact's contact said that the captured Jedi is being held on one of 
these three cruisers. Given the forces still present over Gargon, my guess 
is that we have only one shot at this whole rescue thing. We pick the 
wrong ship, we're nerfed." 


"She has to be held on the command ship, right?" Sabine said with a 
worried frown. "The commander's going to want all the glory for 
capturing a Jedi to himself." 


"That could be what the Vongese want us to think though," Tracyn 
spoke up quickly, face expressionless, her emotions locked away. "If 
I were the Vongese commander, I wouldn't trust that your daughter 
was the only Jedi on the planet. After all, Doran killed the ones 
guarding him and blasted off the planet. The Vongese commander 
has to assume that Doran will return with backup. Having a 
captured Jedi on your ship in the middle of a Jedi rescue is like 
painting a target on your forehead. The commander will want the 
glory, sure, but he won't want it at the cost of his life." 


"Or the commander might want the honor of killing or capturing 
two Jedi," Jintar offered. "And have Commander Wren on his ship 
anyways. Gorak Lah might not be the smartest hydrospanner in the 
toolbox, but he does have the whole 'l'm superior than everyone 
else’ vibe going on." 


"She won't be on the command ship," Tracyn said coolly, her eyes 


turning an icy blue as she locked gazes with Skirata. "Gorak Lah 
isn't an idiot either. He can easily kill or capture Jedi if he lets us 
board one of the other ships. He can then have the rest of his ships 
fire on that vessel and vaporize all of us. All without risking his own 
neck. It's what I'd do if I were in his position." 


Jintar held her gaze for several seconds, before looking away. "Fine, 
not the command ship." 


"Aran, does your friend of a friend on Gargon know who's second- 
in-command of the Yuuzhan Vong fleet?" 


"As a matter of fact, he does. Gorak Lah doesn't handle the Peace 
Brigade stuff so he lets a...let's see...ah, here, a Sub-Commander Falang 
Lah. He's like a cousin, brother, or something to Gorak, not that it 
means anything. He's in command of the cruiser, I guess it translates to 


my 


'Giver of Eternal Sleep’. 


"Sorry to interrupt," Captain Tharen interjected. "But against the 
firepower displayed, my lone frigate and a squad and a half of fighters 
won' last long. Half of those fighters are K-wings, and we saw at 
Celanon that they don't have a prayer of matching the speed of those 
coralskippers." 


"Don't worry captain, we won't sacrifice you or those serving under 
you," Hera shook her head. "Believe me, I've been in your situation 
more times than I care to count." 


"Appreciated." 


"I do not see any possible way of surviving this mission," AP-Five 
asked. "I for one calculate a ninety-nine percent chance of failure 
through any of the conventional means of boarding a ship 
commanded by the likes of Falang. Though, my tactical programs 
have not been upgraded for nearly two decades now so that 
calculation could be off." 


"I'm actually with the droid," Dinua spoke up grimly. "Even if we do 
board the ship, a vessel that size will have thousands of soldiers 
aboard. I have also yet to hear of a Vongese non-combatant, so there 
may be the thousands of crew to contend with as well. As confident 
as Iam about our abilities, I think the odds are too great." 


"We also can't forget the Mandalorian reinforcements that might be 
called on," Jintar mentioned. "Commander Beviin will be under 
extreme pressure to prove the Mandalorians are loyal to the 


Yuuzhan Vong with two Jedi being flushed out from under him. He 
might be able to delay a response for a few minutes, but any longer 
and it'll be his neck on the line." 


"Captain Tharen, do you have a marine attachment onboard?" Hera 
asked. 


The captain shook his head. "Negative, general. The marines I did have 
are either on police duties back on Celanon or helping to keep order on 
the larger refugee ships out of that system. I'm at a skeleton crew." 


A still descended upon the group as they tried to come up with 
some strategy that wouldn't get everyone killed. 


"The only way I see it," Ezra spoke, filling the contemplative silence. 
"Is that I portal us to the exact spot Hera is being held captive, and 
then we fight our way out of the ship." 


"You can do that?" 


"Could, probably. Should, no," Ezra answered his wife. "Warping 
time and space with the Force, for lack of a better word, messes up 
the time-stream and invites hardship. The stronger the ability, the 
greater the price after all. Warping without the Loth wolves' help 
also takes a lot out of me. Like Doran said earlier, I'll also be 
spending the rest of this trip in meditation. I'm still recovering from 
my little stunt above Celanon." 


Doran coughed in an obviously false manner, drawing attention to 
him. 


"What?" 


"Mister Bridger," Doran said carefully. "How many Force-users are 
going on this mission?" 


"You, Aran, his people..." Ezra trailed off as he got Doran's point. 


"See," Doran smiled. "Self-imposed exile from other Force-users is 
generally a bad thing. You just be the conductor and the rest of us 
will channel our strength to you." 


"That means it will be up to the Toprawa and the Wraith to distract the 
Vong as long as we can," Aran said. "Buy you enough time to find a 
way off the ship once you're on it." 


Doran swallowed heavily glancing to his Mandalorian friends 
almost apprehensively. "Guys, Mister Bridger will be taking us into 
the middle of a combat situation." 


"You're telling us to stay behind," Dinua said flatly. 

"Errrr...it'd just be a very un-Mandalorian way to go out if you get 
stabbed while puking your guts out from the Force Portal technique 
and..." 

"Okay." 

"Okay?" Doran gaped at Dinua. 


"You have a good point. When it comes to matters of the Force, it's 
best to leave it to Jedi," Dinua said tonelessly. 


"[f it'll help, the Toprawa has more fighters than pilots," Captain Tharen 
spoke up. "If you can fly, you're welcome to help distract the Vong from 
outside." 

"We can fly," Jintar spoke. 

"Then we have a plan," Hera breathed out. "It's a terrible plan, but 
at the moment I can't think of anything better, so it's what we're 
going with." 


"Hey, Doran," Tracyn said with a weak smile. "Don't die, okay? You 
still need to help me get my Empire." 


Doran smiled lopsidedly in turn. "Hey, it's me." 

"That goes double for you," Sabine glared at her husband. 

"Tl get our daughter back," a solemn Ezra said instead. "Promise." 
FtF III FtF 

At the outer edge of the Gargon system, three ships dropped out of 
hyperspace. It would be several minutes before they entered sensor 
range of the Yuuzhan Vong garrison, and the trio of ships used that 
to their advantage. Despite not sensing the Yuuzhan Vong ships 
either, their intel had already informed them of where exactly the 
Yuuzhan Vong ships were. 


"Red Hand attack group, deploy." 


Seven K-wings and nine E-wings deployed from the Corona-class 
frigate, forming a protective screen in front of it. 


"Spook Flight, take wing." 


Detaching from the Blockade Runner were three A-wings, their 
paint-jobs had made them blend perfectly against their mothership. 
The trio of A-wings shot out to the front of the formation. 


"Spook One here, good luck boss. Don't get yourself killed." 
"Glad you care, your spookiness," Aran said glibly. 


"Rescue forces, this is General Syndulla, hold position until we receive 
word from Specter Team." 


Doran, waiting in one of the rooms of the Wraith, could feel his 
heart pound beneath his chest as the realization of what he was 
about to do struck him. "This is crazy." 


"Craziest thing the boss has gotten us into by far," Kasabeth Ek, one 
of the other Force-users on Aran's crew, agreed. She was a tall, dark 
brown-skinned woman—her skin was darker than even Sannah's 
mocha complexion—with long, black hair in a braid that went 
down to her waist. Friendly, with a mischievous glint in her slightly 
slanted eyes, she radiated a playful aura that kept the anxiety from 
getting the better of Doran. 


"[He does realize that we're more than likely to lose credits on this, 
right?]" The most militant-looking Ithorian Doran had ever seen 
spoke. Said Ithorian, Pypey, was wielding a chain-gun, with a 
bandoleer of grenades wrapped around him and a grenade launcher 
strapped to his back. "[And a few lives. ]" 


"Pyps, this is his little sis we're talking about," Nysha Reath, eldest 
Reath sibling, chided. She was as white as Kasabeth was brown, but 
her gleaming blonde hair was in a similar braid. "I know that if 
Danu or Shen are ever taken, I'd put everything on the line too." 


"Think of it another way," Danu spoke. "If we survive this, we'll 
have the reputation as people who've pulled off an impossible 
assault on the Vong and lived to tell about it. There'll be less people 
in the galaxy willing to cross us, and more wanting to be on our 
good side." 


"[I guess we do need to do a few PR stunts every now and then.]" 


"Only you, Danu, can turn a suicide mission into a PR stunt," 
Kasabeth said wryly. 


Once again Doran found himself slightly overwhelmed by the close- 
knit, very obvious Force-bond the group had. Though he had chided 
Ezra about being isolated from other Force-users, he himself was 
almost just as isolated. Sure he visited other practitioners of the 
Force, but he normally stayed for just a month at most. Then he was 
off on another adventure with his mom. It was a fun life for sure, 
but he certainly didn't have...well...whatever type of bond the 
Wraith Force-users had. 


The four members of Wraith's Force-using group were dressed in a 
motley array of non-traditional outfits. Danu and Nysha both had 
black, plasteel chest pieces over skin-tight, black bodysuits that 
accentuated their muscular builds. The Ithorian looked like a 
walking tank with the heavy plating that protected his body, and 
prominent head and eye-stalks. Kasabeth had no armor at all 
protecting her tall, slender figure. Instead she wore a hybrid 
smuggler-meets-Jedi ensemble that somehow worked even when it 
shouldn't have. Everyone was in their mid-to-late-twenties, and 
Doran didn't doubt that the group had more than a few adventures 
of their own together. 


"How'd you all meet?" Doran voiced. 


Kasabeth jerked a thumb back towards the bridge. "We kind of grew 
up together. Shortly before the first Death Star went boom, Aunt 
Hera's Phoenix Group and Master Shen-Jon teamed up to stop an 
Inquisitorious program aimed at kidnapping infants and young kids 
so the Empire could brainwash them. You're pretty much looking at 
a handful of those infants." 


"That makes you all older than Aran?" 


"Pretty much," Nysha said. "I'm five years older and Pypey is seven 
years older than the boss. Willow was born about a decade after the 
first Death Star and is closer to your age actually. Everyone else is 
somewhere in between. Anyways, we owe it to Aunt Hera and Ezra 
Bridger so we stay on and make sure Aran's okay." 


"[We really owe them. After they saved us from the Empire, they 
saved us again by taking us to Lothal. We all grew up on the 
Bridger-Wren farmstead, and were trained by Ezra Bridger and that 
really creepy, almost sentient Jedi Temple there. Do you know of 
it? ]" 


"Yeah, that temple," Doran said, recalling its craziness. "I kind of 
helped Ezra blow it up." 


"Wicked," Danu gave Doran a thumbs-up of approval. "The visions I 
saw still give me nightmares today." 


"Well, we did have to take the good and the bad parts of it to have a 
complete training," his sister said. "But I agree, it's better for 
everyone that it's gone now." 


"So, long story short," Kasabeth took over in the moment of 
awkward silence that followed. "Aran's parents saved us from being 
made into killing machines with no thoughts of our own, so we're 
doing everything we can to pay that back. Besides, Aran a good guy 
and we all definitely have a lot of fun together, so it's not that hard 
a job." 


Everyone quieted down when the doors to the stateroom opened 
and Aran walked in. 


"Well," Aran said with forced levity. His eyes darted back and forth 
as if realizing they had been discussing him. The others grinned 
back in turn, with Kasabeth waving cheerfully. With a wry smirk 
and shake of his head, Aran continued into the room. "You guys 
know I hate speeches, so let's just do this thing and then go back to 
more profitable pursuits. You all know, as your captain, if any of 
you do have the gall to die on me, I get first dibs on your stuff." 


"The kid's not part of the crew," Danu pointed out jokingly. 


"Well, if he has the gall to die on me, the rest of you need to protect 
me from the very scary Mandalorian girlfriends that he has." 


"Nah, not worth the effort," Kasabeth smirked. "Since you're married 
now, Meredi gets all your stuff if you shuffle off. She pays better 
and likes me a lot better than you do." 


"I wonder why," Aran retorted. He then sobered and looked at each 
of them. "Anyways, just...just stay alive, okay? I don't want my 
sister feeling guilty that any of you died tried to save her." 


"[We will, boss.]" 
The doors opened again and Ezra entered. The older man had cut 


off his pony-tail and shaved his head so that he had an almost 
military-style buzz cut. Though age and stresses of a hard life 


creased his face, Ezra looked years younger than before. "The ships 
are in position and the Yuuzhan Vong have detected us. They're not 
doing anything yet, so we should take advantage of the time we 
have." 


"Okay." 

"You sure you can get us inside the ship, dad? The last thing I want 
is for you to portal us all into the vacuum of space. That'd just be 
embarrassing." 

"Pretty sure," Ezra gave his son a dirty look. 

"By the way, love the new hair-style." 

"Thanks," Ezra's eyes flickered over to Doran. "Thought it was time 
to try out a new mind-set. Like Hondo says, appearances can make 
one heck of a difference." 

The Force-users all sat down in a circle and began reaching out 
towards the war-veteran with the Force. Doran released several 
slow, calming breaths and did the same. As his consciousness 
touched the powerful bond the members of the Wraith shared, he 
once again marveled at the complexity of it. 


Hi there, welcome, a warm, happy-go-lucky thought that had to have 
come from Kasabeth greeted him. 


I've never been in a Force-meld like this. This is amazing. 

It has its drawbacks sometimes, but yeah, I agree, the dry, witty 
presence of Danu chimed. There are things a brother never wants to 
know about his sister. 

Or a sister about her brother. 

[There's also the fact that none of us have a filter for our thoughts. ] 
Doran grinned as he kept his focus. I'll definitely fit right in then. 
Like I said, a position on my crew is open if you want to join. 


Aran, no corrupting minors 


But dad, according to Mandalorian law, the kid's an adult right? And 
we're in Mando space now, so Mando law applies. 


How about I join for as long as you guys are in Mando space? 
Deal! 


Your sister is going to pound the stuffing out of you, the protective aura 
of Nysha sighed. 


Doran felt the distant greetings of the other three Force-users in 
Aran's crew and sent ‘hi's' back in turn. The three others were in the 
A-wings that had joined the rest of the fighter-force and were 
leading the charge. 


I'll introduce you to Alora, Amb'ak and Willow some other time, Aran's 
steady presence helped Doran refocus onto the matter at hand. They 
have to greet meet the newest member of my crew after all. 

Okay, here we go, Ezra announced. 


Again, Doran couldn't help but think. He felt the grins from the 
other members of the group and even Ezra smirked. 


Here we go again. 

The world spun, things flattened and elongated, and before the ship 
around him faded out of existence, Doran could swear he heard the 
distant howling of wolves. 

FtF Chapter End FtF 

A\N: One last chapter to go. Hope this arc has been a fun read for 


all...definitely no foreshadowing in this chapter at all...nope, none 
what so ever... 


25. Forging Jedi 
Forging Jedi 
FtF I FtF 


Doran now knew how Yuuzhan Vong kept themselves clean without 
any access to running water. He now also knew a lot more about 
Yuuzhan Vong anatomy and physiology. It wasn't that he had been 
particularly curious, or even wanted to know, but it was something 
he discovered by complete accident. 


The good news was that Ezra hadn't warped him into the vacuum of 
space leaving his insides to expand and explode in a bloody mess. 
Ezra had indeed gotten him aboard the target vessel with his 
esoteric technique. The bad news was that Ezra had warped him 
directly into the Yuuzhan Vong equivalent of a communal bathing 
room. Rather than water or sonic-showers, the Yuuzhan Vong 
apparently used a combination of some sort of oil and living towel- 
like organism. 


Which is how Doran found himself in the middle of dozens of 
naked, glistening Yuuzhan Vong warriors getting a crash-course in 
Yuuzhan Vong hygiene. It was a sight he'd never be able to un-see 
no matter how desperately he wanted to. The sight was made all 
the more horrifying when his arrival finally registered with the 
nude horde surrounding him. Evidently, they didn't care about 
modesty either. 


"Jeedai!" 


Having dozens of naked, scarred, oily Yuuzhan Vong charge at you 
would be enough to give anyone nightmares. 


Doran let out a yell and dodged several outstretched hands, wiping 
out a blaster in response. His first few shots hit those nearest to him 
before a warrior kicked the weapon out of his hand. Doran 
staggered backwards, slipping on the slick floor. Just when he 
thought he was about to meet the most embarrassing end ever, the 
high-pitch whine of a chain-gun spinning up sounded from the 
hallway outside the room. 


The warriors never knew what hit them. One moment they had 
been surrounding Doran ready to end his life, and the next super- 
heated metal slugs ripped right through the membrane walls at 


nearly a thousand rounds a minute. 


The Ithorian Force-user from Lothal didn't even need that minute. 
In the span of five seconds, an eternity to Doran, every single living 
Yuuzhan Vong in the room had been mowed down. 


Smoke and the smell of burnt flesh filled the air as Pypey stepped 
through the hole he had made in the wall and evaluated the 
situation. 


"Thanks," Doran said, unsteadily getting to his feet. 
"[That's about three dozen down, ]" the Ithorian said amicably. 


Shouts, heavy footsteps, and traveled down the corridors from all 
around them. 


"And about thirty-thousand to go," Doran quipped, picking up his 
blaster. 


"[We should probably find the others. ]" 


"Agreed." Doran pointed to the chain-gun as they jogged down the 
corridor. "You don't use a lightsaber." 


"Jeedai!" A snarling Yuuzhan Vong warrior roared, brandishing his 
amphistaff. 


Pypey sighed, swiveled the giant cannon around towards the horde 
of warriors coming down the hallway, and opened fire once more. 
He continued to hold down the trigger until the weapon went dry. 
By that time the entire hallway was plastered with Yuuzhan Vong 
bits and pieces, bodies carpeting the floor and the smell of ozone 
and molten metal filled the air. "[Can't do that with a lightsaber.]" 


"Yeeeeeah. Glad you're one of the good guys," Doran said warily as 
the Ithorian reloaded the devastating weapon. 


Just as they neared the end of the trail of carnage, one of the 
slightly more intact bodies began twitching. Pypey immediately 
brought up his chain-gun again and it started to whine as it 
powered up. 


"It's me! It's me! Pypey, you slime-sucking pupa!" the very shaky 
voice of Kasabeth managed from under the corpse. "You nearly 
blasted me!" 


"[Nearly, but didn't,]" the Ithorian differentiated smugly, removing 
his finger from the trigger. 


Doran reached out to help Kasabeth to her feet. "What were you 
doing behind all the Vong?" 


"I heard Pypey's gun earlier and then decided to follow this group 


when I heard them yelling about 'Jeedai'," Kasabeth said, wiping off 


some of the gore from her outfit. 
"Where'd you end up?" 
"Some sort of storage room, why?" 


"[He ended up in what looked like a bathing hall,]" Pypey supplied 
with great amusement. "[It was pretty full.]" 


Kasabeth patted Doran's shoulder. "My sympathies." 

"T'll be having nightmares about it for the rest of my life," Doran 
grinned back. They took off jogging through the coralline hallway. 
"How about you, Pypey? Where'd the portal thing take you?" 


"(Hallway outside the bathing hall,]" Pypey said. "[Heard the 
commotion you caused and decided to open fire.]" 


"Wait, you were firing blind right through that wall, what if you hit 
me?" Doran said in alarm. 


"{I didn't. ]" 

"Give it up, Doran," Kasabeth shook her head. "Pypey here thinks 
that if one of us gets shot by his cannon, it was the will of the 
Force." 

"Isn't that very irresponsible?" 

"Yup." 

"Then why do you let him have that giant gun?" 


"Because most of the time we're smart enough not to be on the 
shooty side of it." 


Several twists and turns through the cruiser and they soon heard 
the familiar sound of lightsabers in action, as well as the obligatory 


Yuuzhan Vong shouting the obvious. The trio picked up speed and 
rounded the next corner, only to find themselves staring at the tail 
end of what had probably been an epic fight. Bodies lay strewn 
about a wide area that seemed to serve as a mess-hall for the large 
cruiser. 


Danu and Nysha were standing back to back wielding their forms 
shrouded in green light. What caught Doran's attention though were 
that the duo weren't holding just any old lightsaber. Their green 
blades shimmered like electrical currents, appearing almost liquid 
like in its instability. At the very hilt of each saber was an equally 
green, shimmering cross-guard. It was a saber design Doran had 
only seen once in an ancient temple he and his mom had been to. 
Ancient or not, however, apparently the descendants of Naat Reath 
were very, very skilled with their history-come-to-life weapons. 


Yuuzhan Vong bodies lay strewn about the mess-hall with varying 
degrees of fatal injuries. Some were completely beheaded, others 
sliced in two one way or the other, and some had received life- 
ending stab-wounds. In fact, it looked as if the two siblings had 
been a powerful hurricane that had blown into the mess-hall and 
left nothing but destruction in their wake. Nysha was busy pushing 
her lightsaber through the forehead of her last opponent, while 
Danu's blade went through the chin of another and out the top of 
the warrior's head. Both deactivated their blades in unison, and the 
two corpses dropped down to join the sprawl all around them. 


"[Tch, show-offs,]" Pypey muttered, patting his chain-gun as if to 
reassure it that it still had a job. 


"Hey, great to see you three," Danu greeted. Sweat dripped down in 
rivulets off his blonde hair. "A little earlier might have been nice 
though." 


"Have you seen Aran or Uncle Bridger?" Kasabeth asked perkily, 
giving Nysha a one-armed hug. 


"No, we were hoping you guys might have." 

"(We should focus on getting Aran's sister out first,]" Pypey 
moderated. "[Of the missing Bridger family, she's the only one that 
can't defend herself at the moment.]" 


"Good point." 


"Doran," Nysha said. "Recently, you've been closer to Hera than we 


have. Think you can use your bond to give us a general idea of 
where to go?" 


"T'll try." Doran exhaled and sat down, stretching his senses 
outwards. It was an unnerving feeling, not being able to sense the 
living vessel around him or the thousands upon thousands that had 
to be in it. It was just an empty void, a large patch of wrongness 
where the Force should have been. The more he reached outward, 
the scarier it became. It was as if he had just stepped out into a 
pitch-black night in the middle of a swamp, with night-vision-able 
animals just waiting for him to make a wrong move. 


But throughout his nerves, he continued to search for his 'adoptive' 
older sister, falling back on the trust and adventures they had 
shared over the past year. After a long few minutes, he finally found 
what he was looking for. A small spot of Force amid the murkiness, 
a light in the middle of the swamp. A very weak light. Doran 
couldn't help but panic when he realized it was on the verge of 
going out. 


Doran's eyes snapped open, the others feeling his alarm. "Three 
decks above us and a little ways off." 


"[Three decks? Not a problem, stand back.]" The Ithorian let go of 
his chain-gun, its strap keeping it from hitting the ground, and then 
swung his grenade launcher around. "[Oh, and you might want to 
plug your ears]." 


"Oh boy," Kasabeth groaned, quickly backing away. Danu and 
Nysha were quick to follow, with Doran hurrying to catch up. They 
took refuge back around the corner and waited. 


A solid 'thump' was heard, followed by an ear-popping blast. Shortly 
after that, an unearthly howl that had the hairs on Doran's arm 
stand on end followed, and the sound of many things falling came 
in quick succession. 


"What in blazes was that?" Doran panted, barely able to hear thanks 
to the ringing in his ears. 


"Ithorians are able to emit a sonic bellow," Kasabeth yelled, as blood 
trickled out of her ears. "Pypey uses the Force to augment that! He 
can punch a hole through several meters of duracrete with that 
ability!" 


Another grenade explosion sounded completely muffled to Doran, 


and then he remembered what came next and promptly plugged his 
ears the best he could. He didn't know if it helped or not because 
his entire body seemed to vibrate from the next sonic blast. A third 
repetition of demolition occurred, and by then, Doran was pretty 
sure he had been rendered partly deaf. 


"Blast it Pypey!" Kasabeth appeared to say, gesticulating wildly at 
her Ithorian 'brother'. "I swear if it wasn't for the Force, my brains 
would have blown out from that last yell!" 


"[Wouldn't have been much of a sight,]" Pypey retorted snarkily. He 
pointed up towards the very large hole in the ceiling. "[All in favor 
of thanking me for creating an easy route to the deck three decks 
above us?]" 


Both Danu and Nysha gave Pypey a dirty look as they leaped up 
through the ruined coral ceiling. Kasabeth likewise scowled and 
followed the siblings up. When it got to Doran's turn, he gazed up 
through the passageway Pypey had created. 


"Very nice." 


"[Glad someone appreciates my work,]" Pypey said magnanimously. 
"[Let's go.]" 


Doran used the Force to help propel himself up the jagged ends of 
the hole. As he bounced up from level to level, he took note of the 
bodies that surrounded the hole. Most appeared to have succumbed 
not from the grenades Pypey had fired, but from the brutal Force 
Scream the Ithorian had unleashed. Even if the Yuuzhan Vong were 
immune to the Force, they were not immune to the immense 
pressure-waves the powerful bellows had caused. 


"Definitely glad you're one of the good guys," Doran muttered to 
himself, looking down to see Pypey bringing up the rear. 


One last jump took Doran to his desired deck and he glanced down 
the hallway on both sides of him. 


"Left or right?" Nysha guided gently but professionally. 
"That way." Doran pointed left. 
Doran knew he had picked right when, several minutes down his 


chosen path, they began encountering already dead Yuuzhan Vong 
in the corridor. The lightsaber scoring on the bodies further 


confirmed he was on the right track since he doubted there were 
that many Jedi crawling around on the cruiser. More bodies lined 
the next corridor, but there was still no sound of battle. 


The group slowed cautiously, not sure what to expect but preparing 
for the worst. When they passed through a larger membrane-like 
door that had been cut away, they saw their first living Yuuzhan 
Vong. And the Yuuzhan Vong definitely saw them. They were 
scarcely a dozen meters away from each other, and both sides 
recovered from the surprise at the exact same time. The warrior 
immediately began running away, and the others started chasing 
him to keep him from sounding the alarm. 


They chased him, not realizing that there were no longer any bodies 
on the floor. The warrior skidded to a halt around one more corner, 
and the group did the same. Another moment of silence passed. The 
warrior had led them directly to a hangar where a troopship was 
offloading many, many more warriors...many more warriors to add 
to the hundreds already disembarked. 


"This day just keeps getting better all the time," Kasabeth moaned. 
"Wait for it," Doran hung his head. 

"Jeedai!" Hundreds of voices cried out at once. 

"Run?" Kasabeth looked to the others. 

Nysha nodded fervently. "Run!" 

Blastbugs, razor-bugs, plasma projectiles, and all manner of deadly 
weaponry slammed into the bulkhead the group had been in front 
of only a split second before. It was only thanks to their Force- 
enhanced speed that they managed to escape unscathed. But now 
they had the problem of all those warriors chasing them. 

In the middle of their fleeing, Doran heard a chime and realized it 
was his comlink. He detached it from his tunic and tabbed it on. "A 
little busy at the moment." 

"Dikkut, have you found Commander Wren yet?" 


"Still working on it." 


"Make it quick. Father couldn't stall the garrison any longer. Mando'ade 
Protectors from Gargon will reach your ship in less than ten minutes." 


"Greeeaaat. Any good news?" 


"Gorak's flagship is also moving into position. I believe he's preparing to 
fire on the cruiser you are in if the Protectors fail." 


"I said 'good news', Dinua," Doran said in exasperation. 
"He hasn't fired yet." 


"Thanks for the cheerful thought." Doran haphazardly fired a blaster 
over his shoulder when a razor-bug nearly clipped the top of his 
head and embedded itself into the wall. "How's it going with the 
ship stuff?" 


"Were in full retreat," Dinua relayed. With her message came a 
shaking, booming sound. 


"What was that?" 


"Vongese anti-ship weapon," Dinua sounded extremely disgruntled, 
and Doran could hear her plasma pistol discharging several times. 


"I thought you were in your fighter?" 


"Tam, and so are a bunch of those bug-things the Vongese use to destroy 
ships from within." More plasma fire. "Whatever you Jedi are going to 
do, Doran, do it quick. We're running out of time." 


The call ended ominously, causing Doran to clench his jaw and his 
fists. Dinua was right, they had used up enough time as it was. 
Hera's light was growing fainter by the second and now there was a 
good chance some of the good guys might get killed because they 
were taking so long. Something had to be done. 


A razor-bug whizzed through the air and Nysha let out a strangled 
sound as it cut into one of her legs. A blast-bug ricocheted off the 
nearby wall and exploded, throwing Kasabeth and Danu to the 
ground. Pypey held up his chain-gun and brought some time, but a 
plasma round fired by the Yuuzhan Vong destroyed the weapon and 
a second shot impacted the Ithorian's armored head. 


"Any of you have thermal detonators?" Doran yelled out, stopping 
to pull one of Nysha's arms around his shoulder and helping her 
stand again. 


"[Here,]" a bloodied Pypey lobbed his bandoleer of said detonators 


at Doran. 


Doran didn't even bother catching it. Instead he used the Force to 
redirect the toss and send the entire belt hurling towards the 
charging Yuuzhan Vong. The belt clattered onto the ground and the 
warriors rushed past it in pursuit of their prey. Another hand- 
motion activated the detonators in unison, tripping the internal 
mechanism that bypassed the timer. 


The resulting blast and shockwave blew the Force-users off their 
feet and down the hallway, while completely annihilating their 
pursuers at the same time. 


"Ow," Kasabeth groaned, gripping the sides of her head. "I am 
definitely investing in hearing-protection. Between Pypey's howling 
and things going boom, my poor eardrums are pretty much 
traumatized." 


More footsteps. The group looked up weakly, and then sagging in 
relief when they saw Aran and Ezra. The two members of the 
Bridger-Wren family gazed about the destruction in disbelief. A 
distant yelling shook them from their stupor and Aran gestured 
with a frantic hand. 


"Come on! We know where my sister is." 


The urgency in Aran's voice stirred the others and reminded Doran 
that he didn't have time to admire his handy-work. 


"We also have Mandalorians inbound," Doran held up his comlink. 
"And Dinua said our New Republic friends were pulling out." 


"One problem at a time," Ezra helped Danu and Kasabeth to their 
feet. 


Once again the group was running. Fortunately they didn't have far 
to go. Passing through a set of sliced-apart membranes, and then 
slicing a few more walls open, the group found themselves in a 
room straight out of some tomophobe's nightmares. The Yuuzhan 
Vong inside the room were clearly not warriors by any means, yet 
the biots on their bodies writhed and twisted menacingly. 


"We're here to get my daughter back. This is your chance, get out of 
here." 


One of the Yuuzhan Vong scientists began to sneer. "Jeeda..." 


Everyone looked to Pypey and his smoking heavy blaster as the 
Yuuzhan Vong scientist collapsed with a massive exit wound in the 
back of his head. "[What? Everyone here knew what he was going 
to say]." 


Ezra eyed the others. "Get, out." 


The Yuuzhan Vong took one look at their dead companion, then at 
the battered, wounded, and soot-covered assault force, and hastily 
fled through a side door en masse. 


Aran immediately went to a far wall where several cell-like 
constructs were sealed off by more membrane doors. Ezra was not 
far behind him, and they both sliced open one of the cells. Doran 
could feel the horrified shock radiate from the two at whatever was 
inside, and forced himself to look away. He didn't even want to 
think about what they might be seeing. 


"Uncle Bridger?" Kasabeth said in a worried, terse tone. "Is she..." 
"She's alive," Ezra's voice was hoarse. "Only just." 


And then things got even worse. The cruiser they were on was 
rocked violently, the Force-user infiltration team thrown off their 
feet by the unexpected impact. 


"Dinua also said that Gorak was preparing to fire on this ship," 
Doran supplied belatedly. He used a polyp-like chair to try and 
stand again, only to be thrown off his feet once more. 


Despite the fact that everyone else could barely stay standing from 
the constant rocking of the cruiser, Ezra approached the others with 
an almost serene expression on his face. 


"You guys, get to Hera's cell and bunch up with Aran," Ezra 
directed. 


The others hurriedly did as told, scrambling on their hands and 
knees to their destination. Ezra walked along with them, smiling at 
the group reassuringly as they clustered into the cell. 


And then one more salvo caused a massive explosion to engulf the 
room, a capital-ship-launched plasma round blazing right through 
the ceiling and exploding in a tidal-wave of molten matter. 


Ezra immediately threw up his hands, a barrier of Force energy 


keeping the plasma from splashing into the prison cell. Instead, 
though, the super-heated wave washed around the Force barrier 
and attempted to melt away the side of the cell to get in. The Force 
surged around Ezra and his barrier increased in size, encapsulating 
the others in a protective bubble. 


"Doran," Ezra's eyes were closed and everything seemed to freeze 
around them, all sound fading away except for their pounding heart 
beats and their voices. 


"Yeah, Jedi Bridger?" 


Ezra chuckled mirthlessly. "Yeah, I guess I am a Jedi now, aren't I? 
Thanks for helping Master Jarrus' lessons sink in. Keep being you, 
no matter what." 


Doran felt a surge of foreboding. "Yeah...sure..." 
"Son." 
"Dad?" 


"Take care of your brother and sister for me," Ezra breathed out. 
"And tell your mother that I love her and that I'm sorry." 


"Dad?!" Aran shouted. 


"The wolves will take you home," Ezra said with a peaceful smile. 
"It's the least they could do." 


"Dad, no!" 


Doran understood his panic, even though they were all standing 
still, it suddenly felt as if they were sinking into the ground. It was 
a feeling he had only felt only once before, on Lothal. Canine howls 
followed Aran's cry, the group looking on helplessly as Ezra kept 
the plasma round from subsuming them all. The protective bubble 
of Force energy he was projecting was rapidly shrinking as the 
white-hot plasma consumed everything in its path. 


As the world began to fade, Doran saw a ghostly figure appear 
alongside Ezra and place a hand on one of Ezra's outstretched arms. 
Ezra turned to the figure, his happiness and warmth coursing 
through the strike-group's Force bond. The ghostly figure smiled in 
turn, and Ezra bowed his head. Then, still smiling, Ezra released 
one last breath and lowered his hands. 


The plasma rushed forth as the world completely disappeared and 
Doran lost consciousness. 


1-I-I-I-I 


Doran stirred, a warm breeze carried with it an earthen smell and 
the scent of various flowers. He could feel the sun's rejuvenating 
light against his skin and smiled at how relaxed he felt. With a sigh, 
he opened his eyes and stared up at a beautifully clear, blue sky. A 
distant bird song echoed in the distance, and a sense of peace and 
contentment suffused everything. 


And then his memories of where he was and how he got to where 
he was snapped him back to the present. He snapped straight back 
up into a seated position and found himself in the middle of a field 
of wavy wheat. Around him were Kasabeth, Pypey, Danu, Nysha, 
and Aran, all likewise stirring. Doran cast his eyes around for Ezra 
and Hera, but saw only one of them. 


His heart immediately sank. 


He wasn't exactly sure what had happened, but only Hera was 
present. And he immediately knew why Aran and Ezra had reacted 
as they had when they had first looked upon her. Wrapped in some 
sort of living blanket, Hera Wren was missing both her hands and 
her feet. He could also see a few incision and injection marks on the 
not-quite covered parts of her torso and legs. 


Not wanting to think about Ezra's sacrifice, Doran scrambled over to 
Hera's unconscious form. Aran, who seemed to have recovered 
faster than he had, beat him to Hera's side by a split second. 


"Damn," Aran whispered hoarsely, his eyes red-rimmed. 

"Aran, I'm..." 

"Don't apologize," Aran cut him off, and then smiled weakly. "Dad... 
In all my life, he's always refused to call himself a Jedi. Whenever 
he was teaching me or one of the others, he always called his 
lessons 'tricks we can do with the Force’. It's one of the reasons why 
me and Ephraim are such terrible Jedi. But...you saw Big K right 
before the portal finished, right?" 

"The Force ghost?" 


"Yeah," Aran looked down at his sister and gently brushed her cheek 


with the back side of one of his hands. "Dad was at peace, finally 
found his purpose again after losing it when the Empire ravaged 
this world." 


Doran took in the sights around him again. "So we are on Lothal 
again. But how...I helped him destroy the temple." 


"If the Force was that easily destroyed, us mortals would have 
destroyed it long ago with our stupidity," Kasabeth said solemnly, 
moving over to kneel next to Doran. 


Nysha inclined her head in agreement, sitting by Hera's legs. "As 
long as we, the children of Lothal live, the temple will live on 
within us." 


"I thought we were the Knights of Wren," Danu remarked, half in 
jest as he tried to lighten the mood. "Children of Lothal just sounds 
so...folktale-y." 


"[We could call ourselves Pypey's Plunderers. ]" 


"If you were the captain and not Aran, maybe," Kasabeth rolled her 
eyes. She examined Hera and her jaw clenched, her red-rimmed 
eyes filling with tears. "Damn, they really did a number on you, 
baby girl." 


"Can you help her?" Aran said almost pleadingly. 


"Of course I can," Kasabeth pulled up her sleeves and laced her 
fingers together, stretching her arms out. "But I can't replace her 
missing...parts." 


"Tll make sure we get her the best black-market prosthetics credits 
can buy," Aran said with a sniffling laugh. "Maybe Hondo will 
actually give me the family discount for once." 


"Someone should tell the Ghost that we didn't blow up with the 
Vong," Danu said, as if just remembering that mystical, Force-using, 
giant wolves had been responsible for their timely rescue. 


"{I'll go find a hypercom unit,]" Pypey rose from his kneeling 
position. 


"T'll help," Nysha looked apologetically at Hera's inert form. "Healing 
was never my strong suit so I'm useless here." 


"[Let's hope the Loth Wolves were kind enough to drop us off some 
place close to civilization,]" the Ithorian commented as the two 
began walking away. 


"A militant Ithorian," Doran shook his head at Pypey's departure. 
"That's a new one for me." 


"He's gotten even more extreme after the Vong burned Ithor," Danu 
said in a low voice. "We're just hoping that the bond we Knights of 
Wren have can keep him on the straight and narrow. He wouldn't 
be the first good guy to lose it during war." 


"Positive thoughts guys," Kasabeth rebuked. "I'm performing a very 
difficult healing here." 


"Sorry." 


"It's not that," Kasabeth opened her eyes and frowned. "There's 
something...not right." 


She gently placed a hand over Hera's abdomen, and her frown 
became more pronounced. With a bit more urgency, she began to 
track her hand upwards. 


"Sabeth?" Aran fretted. 


"They couldn't have," Kasabeth said hoarsely. Rising fully onto both 
her knees, Kasabeth extended her hands outwards and focused. 
After a moment, she fell back onto her heels, and bit her lip in 
distress. "Oh, baby girl, what'd they do to you?" 


"Kasabeth," Aran repeated. "What's wrong?" 


"I'm hoping I am." Kasabeth said roughly. She extended her hands 
again, but must have felt the same thing because she let them fall 
almost right away with a disbelieving whimper. "I'm not." 


"What is it?" 


"Won't know for sure until we get her to a proper medical facility," 
Kasabeth whispered, gently caressing Hera's face. "But I think the 
Vong replaced some of her internal organs with Vong equivalents. 
Well, replaced or meshed a Vong equivalent to her a portion of her 
existing organs. My best guess is that they were trying to find out 
what gives Jedi their power." 


Danu, Doran, and Aran paled considerably at that announcement, 
their eyes darting to their unconscious companion. 


Aran had to work his mouth several times to have enough saliva to 
speak again. "Is there...is there anything you can do?" 


"I...this is so much beyond me...who'd even..." Kasabeth swallowed 
heavily, then smiled the same weak smile Aran had shown Doran 
earlier. "What am I thinking? Of course I can do something. I'm the 
best healer in the galaxy after all." 


"What do you need?" 


"A gazillion credits, more time, and some place that actually knows 
how to handle this," Kasabeth said with a choked sob, bowing her 
head as her cheerful demeanor failed her. "I can keep her stable, I 
think...but there's no medical center in this galaxy that can deal 
with this. How Hera is still alive is beyond me." 


"She's Mando tough," Aran answered with a sob of his own, swiping 
at his tears. "You'll get all the credits you need, Doc." 


"Contact Jintar's family at the Kyrimorut," Doran said. "If Kasabeth 
is the best healer in the galaxy, then they're the best healing team in 
the galaxy. If there's anything that can be done, they'll find a way." 


"And if there's one place in the galaxy that will give you more time, 
you're definitely on the right planet," Danu said reassuringly, 
patting Kasabeth's back. "Just keep her stable. I'll let my sister know 
we have another call to make." 


FtF II FtF 


Doran lay on the ground with his head pillowed in his hands, 
staring up at the starry sky high above Lothal. Tucked up against 
him on his right was Dinua, fast asleep with a death-grip on his 
shirt and her head pillowed against his chest. Just thinking about 
her caused him to work his jaw again, his mouth still smarting from 
the ear-ringing slap Dinua delivered the second she rushed out of 
the Ghost. 


Evidently, making his tough-as-nails Mandalorian, not-quite- 
girlfriend-more-than-best-friend believe he had been dead for a full 
day and a half—the Lothal wolves had dropped Doran and the 
others off pretty far away from the nearest trans-space receiver— 
had caused her to feel emotions she didn't really want to feel. It had 


taken the Ghost, Wraith, and their New Republic escort another four 
days to reach Lothal after receiving Pypey and Nysha's message. 
During that time, according to Tracyn and Jintar, Dinua had been a 
wound up bundle of nerves without any outlet. She had returned to 
stoic-warrior-icy-Mando in that week and had been pretty miserable 
company to keep. Seeing him again for the first time after thinking 
he had died had given Dinua the opportunity to vent said emotions. 
In typical Mandalorian fashion, instead of vocalizing said emotions 
and becoming a sobbing wreck, she had delivered them loud and 
clear in the form of the very forceful slap and equally forceful kiss 
that followed. 


He absently ran a hand up and down her back, still stargazing, 
trying to find which star in the sky belonged to Gargon. The after- 
shocks of their daring raid were still being felt throughout the 
sector. According to Aran's Peace Brigade 'friends' and a message 
passed through Dinua's private comm-channel by her father, Gorak 
Lah was in a bit of trouble. Despite successfully 'killing' the 
captured Jedi and the Jedi who had tried to rescue her, he had 
ended up losing both of his supporting cruisers in the process. One 
by his own ship's guns, and the other when the Ghost—i.e. it's pilot 
Chopper—jettisoned a protesting Rexo into the bridge of the second 
cruiser and detonated Rexo's internal, baradium warhead. The 
explosion wiped out the bridge, and the New Republic force of K- 
wings capitalized on that by pumping the damaged area full of 
warheads. The loss of that cruiser was actually what had instigated 
Gorak—who definitely had been worried that the Jedi might get 
away—firing on his relative's ship. 


Miraculously, the New Republic force suffered no casualties. 
Though they did lose seven fighters in the skirmish, the pilots had 
all been recovered thanks to the fancy and very daring flying of the 
Ghost. As before, the Wraith somehow avoided taking any serious 
damage despite going toe-to-toe with a couple of Yuuzhan Vong 
picketships. The fact that everyone actually saw the Blockade 
Runner in action meant that no one could accuse the mercenary 
crew of cowardice. 


Even though the odds had been against the rescue force, they 
somehow made it out intact. 


Almost entirely intact. 
Doran's thoughts drifted to the Clone Wars/Purge survivor who had 


been through so much. Without a doubt the entire rescue team 
would have died without the sacrifice of Ezra Bridger. And feeling 


Ezra being so much at peace in the end meant that Doran felt only 
bittersweet thoughts instead of guilt. He knew that Jedi couldn't 
save everyone, no matter how hard they tried. But the entire point 
of being a Jedi was to try anyways. And the mission was a 
resounding success. 


Or was it? His adoptive older sister was in a state he wouldn't wish 
on his worst enemies, currently in cryo-hibernation until Scout, 
Bardan, and Kina Ha arrived. He had risked the lives of his friends, 
the lives of those from Lothal, and the lives of Celanon all to save 
one person. A person who appeared as close to death as anyone 
could be. 


A soft swell in the Force had Doran tear his gaze away from the 
stars and lift his head up. He blinked and rubbed at his eyes as Hera 
Wren appeared to be standing by his feet. He blinked again, but 
there she was, standing whole and hale, a cocky smirk on her face. 


"Hera?" 


"Hey Little Brother," Hera greeted, a shimmering blue glow 
surrounding her Mandalorian-armor-clad form. As Doran focused he 
could immediately tell that the Hera he was looking at was not the 
one in the medical wing of the Bridger-Wren farmstead. This Hera 
appeared to be in her late twenties, earlier thirties and wore her 
hair back in a pony-tail. "Wow, I've forgotten how young you were 
back then." 


"It's really you?" Doran whispered, eyes growing round. 


Hera took off a glove and flexed the fingers of a fully intact hand. 
"Who else?" 


"How?" 


"Lothal," Hera gestured to the planet around them. "Kasabeth told 
you right? The temple may be gone, but we all have it within us." 


"Why?" 

"Because your future self told me that the pep-talk I gave you really 
helped," Hera drawled. "Don't ask me to explain it more, I get a 
headache just thinking about it. Really, this is why I stick to being a 
Mandalorian and avoid the Jedi stuff." 


Doran couldn't help but grin at her upbeat tone. "Alright, pep- 


away." 

"I think I already did," Hera performed a mock bow. "I'm that good." 
"So you're going to be okay?" 

"I'm going to be okay," Hera confirmed reassuringly. "So no matter 
how bad things look now, just know that I eventually recover and 
help you kick butt again in the future. Those bugs have nothing on 
us." 


"Bugs?" 


"Ooops," Hera clapped a hand over her mouth, though her eyes 
were sparkling with mirth. 


Doran mimed zipping his mouth shut. 
"You're the best, Little Brother." 
"Of course, I'm me," Doran replied airily. 


"Take care," Hera held a hand up and what looked like a hexagonal 
doorway appeared in the air behind her. 


"You won't get in trouble for using the crossroads for a simple pep 
talk?" 


"Meh, you're worth it," Hera winked. "Catch you later." 


Hera stepped through the doorway, gave him a friendly wave, and 
the door shut and disappeared behind her. 


Doran let out a soft sigh, the tension leaving him as he plopped his 
head back into the palms of his hands. 


"Can we return to Mandalorian space now?" Dinua muttered against 
his chest. "Jedi stuff is way too complicated and headache inducing. 
Would rather blast things." 

"You were awake?" 


"Light sleeper." Dinua tilted her head back to look at him. "Was that 
really a future version of Commander Wren?" 


"Uh huh." 


"And the place she stepped into?" 

"Our mind's way of visualizing the flow of time within the Force." 
Dinua made a face. "See, headache inducing." 

"K'atini," Doran said in turn. 


"Not funny. So if your future self told her to talk to you, does that 
make you invincible or something?" 


"Nooooo," Doran laughed. "The fact that a future version of Hera 
came back because she talked with a future version of me doesn't 
mean I'm that 'me’. There are countless possibilities based on the 
actions of..." 


"Stop talking," Dinua groaned, knocking her head against his chest. 


"Okay, to put it in Mando, if you blast me right now, I'll still die. If I 
get blasted two years from now, I'll still die. If I get run over by a 
tank between now and whenever, I'm still dead. The Hera you saw 
was just a really believable hallucination brought on by mental and 
physical exhaustion." 


"Why didn't you just say that in the first place?" 


"You're right though, we should head back. Strangely enough, I 
actually miss that planet and its ever present threat of death in its 
many forms." 


II-I-II-I-II 


Leaving Lothal filled Doran with mixed emotions. On one hand, the 
‘Children of Lothal'/'Knights of Wren'/Force sensitive group trained 
by Ezra, seemed like the perfect fit for him. They weren't by-the- 
book Jedi, embraced all sorts of philosophies, and even zoomed 
around the galaxy righting wrongs and making the universe a better 
place. The camaraderie between those in the group was something 
Doran realized he sorely missed when adventuring with his mom. 
Was something he knew he'd miss when he had to leave his 
Mandalorian friends and continue on his own path in life. Would it 
have been too much trouble to take Aran up on his offer and join up 
with his merry band of misfits? 


"You're thinking about staying," Jintar noted, following Doran's 
thousand-kilometer stare. 


"I am," Doran exhaled. 
"You should, you know." 
Doran shook himself and looked to the older teen. "I should?" 


Jintar continued to watch Dinua and Tracyn say their goodbyes to 
the Lothal natives. "Families like this one, who actually do good 
instead of pretending to, and think about others instead of 
themselves, those are rare. They're Jedi, but not too Jedi. They'll 
keep you safe from the Vongese for the rest of the war." 


"I'm still supposed to be on Gargon for another month and a half," 
Doran protested weakly. 


"Base Commander Beviin would understand, so would your folks," 
Jintar countered. "Look, Doran, for once in your life, think about 
yourself rather than others. Commander Wren's family has what it 
takes to keep you alive, just like we Mandos. The main difference is 
that they have what it takes and they don't get you into life-or-death 
situations on a daily basis." 


"If I didn't know any better, it sounds like you actually want me to 
leave Gargon." 


"I do," Jintar said evenly. "The Vongese aren't going to just up and 
leave because of this. Will be out for even more blood. Your role in 
helping the Kyr'tsadika unite her people is also slowly spreading. 
Every one of those commandos who helped take down Vizsla's 
group has at least one clan member at Gargon. You may think that 
what you did is a good thing, the right thing, but most of 
Manda'yaim won't see it that way." 


"You and Dinua helped me help Tracyn." 

"Like we had a choice," Jintar mock-scowled. "It was either help you 
or watch as you get yourself killed and feel really guilty over it. 
Mandalorians don't exactly do guilty too well." 


"They don't do any feelings too well," Doran returned. "I wouldn't be 
surprised if some of your founding members were Falleen." 


"We emote just fine," Jintar defended his people. "We're just really 
bad at it." 


"Uh huh." 


"But getting back to what I said, Doran," Jintar said soberly. "Even if 
you do return to us, it's actually a good thing you only have a 
month or so left. You can only stand out so much, back the 
Kyr'tsadika so loudly, before you become that annoying gnat that 
everyone wants to swat. In case you haven't noticed, unless it's in 
battle, standing out is another one of those things Mandalorians 
frown upon. It's one of the reasons the Kyr'tsadika's people have 
such a hard time getting backing from a majority of the planet. In 
our culture everything you do is supposed to be for clan and honor. 
Grandstanding, pretending to be more than you actually are, 
upsetting the fabric of society, those are all negatives. And let's face 
it, you've done all three of those things." 


"So what are you saying?" 


"We may have convinced the Vongese that all the Jedi died in that 
explosion, but when we get back you'll have to deal with the 
relatives and friends of everyone affected by Kyr'tsad. And believe 
me, that list is not short at all. Just like every commando who went 
to Concord Dawn has a clan-mate on Gargon, so too does every clan 
ever hurt by Kyr'tsadika's people. Killing aliens from another galaxy 
who look nothing like us is one thing. But what will you do if you 
have to off someone our age when he tries to kill you because the 
Kyr'tsadika's people killed his parents and you happen to be 
supporting those killers?" 


"I've been on Gargon for nearly a year. The worst Kyr'tsad stuff only 
happened in my first week." 


"That was until you made a name for yourself, Di'kut," Jintar 
groaned, falling back on Tracyn and Dinua's nickname for Doran. 
"And now you helped to blow up two Vongese cruisers above 
Gargon, officially declaring yourself a 'tough guy’ to any of the 
Mandalorians on the planet below. Stay here, Doran. You'll have a 
safer, more fun life." 


Doran was silent for a moment. "My mom didn't send me to Gargon 
to have a safer life, Jintar. I know the galaxy is a dangerous place. 
Hiding behind others will only last me until all those others are 
gone. Then what would I do?" 


"Just giving you an option." 
"Maybe, one day, I might join up with a group like theirs," Doran 


bowed his head. "But right now they have enough to deal with with 
Jedi Bridger rejoining the Force and Hera in the state she is." 


"One day?" 


"The future isn't set. It's whatever we make it to be. Anything is 
possible." 


"Sounds just like the past," Jintar remarked with a soft laugh. 
"Huh?" 

"The past, it's whatever we make it to be too." 

"What do you mean?" 


"You get a Mandalorian and a Jedi to look at some past event, think 
they'll both see it in the same way?" 


"Not really, but it doesn't change the fact that it already happened. 
There are some facts that can't be changed no matter how hard 
someone might to change it." 


"We can if we choose to remember it a certain way. In a war, the 
victor will always believe they were in the right. At peace, people 
only look back on the good things about it, never the bad. They say 
things like 'oh, why can't it be like it was in the past?' or 'these days 
nothing is as good as it was back then.' There might be facts that 
can't be changed, but if we leave them out and remember the facts 
we do want to recall, it's as good as changing the past." 


"One of the Purge survivors I met with mom had a saying," Doran 
said slowly. "We regret the past, disparage the present, and fear the 
future. The way he explained it was that we regret the past both for 
the things that were done, and the things we didn't do. Both we 
can't change no matter how much we want to. We're angry with the 
present because if we always liked the way things are, we'd never 
be motivated to change, to better ourselves and our surroundings. 
And we fear the future because we never know what those changes 
we made will amount to until after the fact. I think...instead of 
reality, sometimes people tell stories about the way they wish 
things had gone. Not to deceive or hurt anyone, but to remind 
themselves of what they should have done in the first place. So that 
they can live with the decisions they had made back then and use it 
as a lesson for what they should do if a similar situation ever pops 
up. Maybe even use that story to teach others the values they 
wished they had had back then." 


"Maybe," Jintar said noncommittally, his hand clenching around the 


canteen he was drinking from. 


In the distance, both Dinua and Tracyn took one look at the tall 
teenage boys, exchanged exasperated looks and made their way 
through the wheat field to the two of them. 


"Hairless Baby Wookie Storrmcloud One," Tracyn arched an 
eyebrow at him and put her hands on her hips. 


"You know, if you keep adding names to my name, you're going to 
run out of breath," Doran said with amusement. 


"It's why I find Dikut so useful," Dinua commented mildly. "It pretty 
much fits with whatever it is he's doing." 


"We weren't talking about anything depressing," Jintar smiled 
disarmingly. "Just about the past, present, and future. You know, 
stuff the Jedi love talking about." 


"Argh," Tracyn groaned. 
"Seconded," Dinua agreed. 
"Are we ready to take off?" 


"Yup," Tracyn gestured to the landing pad. "And your two super- 
commando buddies even gave the StarSpeeder a good washing." 


"I can't believe they really stayed on this planet the entire time," 
Doran said in disbelief. "I would have thought the whamo....ouch... 
super-commandos would have jumped to get into the action." 


"I saw them earlier talking with General Syndulla," Dinua began. "It 
seems like the Minister of Acquisitions had an assignment he 
needed help with. The two volunteered for the assignment. 
Something about importing puffer pigs in bulk. Whatever it was, 
the Weequay I'm assuming is Minister Ohnaka, and the Lasat Zeb, 
appeared very apologetic after General Syndulla's lecture. From 
what I overheard, the minister hadn't exactly been authorized to 
make that transaction." 


Doran glanced in the Twi'lek's direction. "For some reason, I'm no 
longer curious." 


They headed towards the landing pad with the rest of the Lothal 
crew following a few steps behind. Awaiting in front of the 


StarSpeeder were the two Ori’ramikade trainers. 
"Ade," Vatok greeted with a tilt of his head. 
"Kid," Clan Onyo's trainer followed suit. 


"Hey, Gin," a red-eyed Sabine said with forced cheer. "Tell that aunt 
of yours to stop being such a stranger. We've already let too much 
time go by as it is." 


"Mand'alor has got her pretty busy right now," the super-commando 
said sheepishly. "But I'll let her know." 


"Just make sure it isn't too long. In times like these...." 
"T'll let her know." 
"Thanks." 


"Well, this is it," Hera Syndulla stepped forward. "Thank you, all of 
you for helping save a member of our family." 


"What are you going to do now?" Doran asked. 


"Unfortunately, we have to prepare this planet for an attack," Aran 
spoke up grimly. "My contacts in the Peace Brigade said one of their 
art-experts recognized the markings my sis had on her armor and 
told the Vong where she came from. More than one source has let 
me know that we have a Vong taskgroup inbound to try and find 
the rest of the 'Jedi family' my sis came from." 


"We can stay and help," Jintar voiced, beating Doran to the offer. 


Hera shook her head. "Thank you for the offer, but this is our world, 
our fight. We failed Lothal once, we're not going to do it a second 
time." 


"If you truly want to help," Sabine said solemnly. "Continue your 
training. Honor my daughter's efforts and become Mandalorians 
she'd be proud to fight alongside of once she recovers. You've 
already done more than enough for this world, for my family. We'll 
handle it from here." 


With one final round of handshakes and goodbyes, the 
Mandalorians and Doran boarded their StarSpeeder. The freighter/ 
transport hummed to life and rose into the air, leaving behind 


Lothal and its cast of unconventional heroes. 
FtF III FtF 


Well, mom, the year is almost up. I can't believe it's been nine months 
since you first dropped me off at this insane asylum. In those nine 
months, I think I averaged at least one life-threatening event a month. If 
it wasn't the training trying to kill me, it was the inmates at this place, or 
the wardens, or the guests from another galaxy, or... you get the idea. 

On the bright side, I think I lost about fifteen pounds of fat and gained 
twenty in muscle. If there's one thing this Mando training camp is good 
for, it's making sure you're fit to join the Protectorate. 


I got back from Lothal a couple hours ago and it's crazy to see how 
much things haven't really changed at all. Oh yeah, I was on Lothal 
because those guests from another galaxy kidnapped my big sister, you 
know the one you met on Taris, and then I had to go recruit 
reinforcements to help get her back. Long story, but if you have the time, 
you should swing by Lothal. The people there are great and you'll really 
like their philosophies. 


Let's see, what else happened since I last recorded one of these? Oh, 
yeah, after dropping us off, Tracyn left again to go scheme and dream. 
For a tiny girl, she has some giant ambitions. Dinua's doing great, she's 
amazing like always and really tough. And hot. Wait, holo-log, erase 
that last part, starting with 'Dinua's'. So yeah, Tracyn's off zooming 
around again and I'll probably see her somewhere around the galaxy. 
The rest of my friends are doing fine. 


As for the garrison of guests from another galaxy, most of their ships 
were pulled out for other assignments. With the 'death' of the Jedi in this 
system, their extra presence wasn't needed. Again, it goes back to the 
long story that involved Hera's rescue. You can ask the Lothal folks 
when you see them. Speaking of, if you do get around to seeing them, see 
if you can't get dad to shake free some New Republic assets. They're 
about to get hit by the Vongese—Yuuzhan Vong in Mando'a—and could 
use the extra protection. 


I'm doing fine, great even. Can't wait to show you all the stuff these 
crazy guys in armor have been teaching me. 


See you in a month-ish. 


Doran closed the holo-journal and shoved it into his rucksack before 
flopping back onto the bunk. 


From what Dinua's father had learned, Gorak Lah was in deep, deep 
poodoo for letting a single Jedi destroy two cruisers and a bunch of 
escorting vessels. Technically, the 'single' Jedi didn't have anything 
to do with it at all, but Aran had used his Peace Brigade contacts to 
spread the story that the Jedi who had turned away the forces at 
Celanon had 'massacred' the Yuuzhan Vong at Gargon without a 
single life lost in the forces at his command. The story of a 'super 
Jedi’ spread like a wildfire through the Peace Brigade ranks, mainly 
because the Peace Brigaders wanted to catch the super Jedi for the 
giant reward they were envisioning. The story then made its way to 
the ears of Warmaster Tsavong Lah himself. Any denials to the story 
told by 'multiple' sources reporting to Tsavong, would seem self- 
serving and very untrue—even if Gorak's version of events was the 
more truthful. And evidently, since the commander in charge of the 
Celanon attack had died, Gorak was now getting two scoops of 
poodoo dropped on him. Gorak, and most of the Yuuzhan Vong 
forces on Gargon, had been recalled to join with Tsavong's fleet. 


Only a single Yuuzhan Vong frigate remained in orbit, with even 
the ground-forces completely gone from their planet-side base- 
camp. 


In short, things were truly 'back to normal for life on the training 
station of Gargon. 


"Finished?" Dinua asked from her position curled up against his 
side. 


"Yeah," Doran nodded. 
"You had to erase that part about me?" 


"I was trying to think of a better way to tell my mom how...errr... 
words don't do your hotness justice," Doran tried, wincing at how 
horrible it sounded when it came out. "Wait, that sounded much 
better in my head, honest." 


"Dikut," Dinua smirked in amusement. "The worrying thing is that it 
ever sounded good to you at all." 


"At least I made sure to turn the recording function off this time," 
Doran groaned. 


Dinua swiveled herself so that she was straddling him, her eyes 
gleaming with heat as she bracketed his head with her arms. "Your 
mother probably doesn't need to see or hear what we're about to do 


next." 
"And that would be what, exactly, daughter?" 


The sound of Goran Beviin's voice so close to Doran's bunk 
immediately washed away any lustful thoughts of his not-quite- 
girlfriend. In fact, it nearly induced a heart-attack as his heart went 
from pounding with desire to freezing with abject terror. 


"I would think it obvious, father. I was going to make-out with him, 
heavily," Dinua stated neutrally. "In fact, I was thinking clothing 
may or may not become optional this time." 


"Was' being the operative word," Goran returned. He turned his 
attention to the teen pinned beneath his daughter. "You agree, 
right, Doran Sarkin-Tainer?" 


"Uh huh," Doran managed numbly. 


"Are you certain?" Dinua arched an eyebrow at him. She pulled off 
her outer tunic to reveal a form-fitting crop-top beneath. 


"Ubbh..." Doran gulped, and then heard the sound of a blaster 
whine and his eyes wildly darted over to Goran. 


Goran pretended to look back up in surprise. "Oh, don't mind me, I 
was just checking the charge on my blaster. I haven't gone to the 
range yet for target practice." 


"It really is warm in this room. Do you need help with this?" Dinua 
said in turn, sounding nonchalant as she slid a hand beneath 
Doran's shirt. 


"It is? I mean, I do? I mean...sure..." Doran stammered, torn 
between terrified and aroused. 


Goran's blaster discharged, the bolt landing between Doran's boots 
on the ground, causing Doran to twitch anxiously. "Sorry, accidently 
pulled the trigger. By the way, Jedi aren't supposed to have kids, 
right? Is it a life-style choice or is there castration involved?" 


"Father," Dinua glowered, when her father holstered the blaster but 
pulled out a wicked-looking knife instead. 


"Daughter," Goran said neutrally. 


Doran's nerves got the better of him as he frantically pulled his shirt 
back down and extracted himself from beneath Dinua. "I...I think 
I'm going to do that five kilometer run Captain Onyo wanted me to 
do every day. Gotta stay in shape, right?" 


"I applaud your dedication to our training regimens," Goran said 
magnanimously. 


"Thank you...sir," Doran managed, hastily putting one boot on and 
then the other. "Errr...see you around, Dinua." 


"Father," Dinua said darkly once Doran was out of the room. 
"Hmmm?" 


"What I do or not do with Doran is none of your business. I passed 
my verd’goten nearly two years ago." 


"I didn't do anything. The ad said it himself, he was going out for a 
run." 


"There are times I really do not like you," Dinua huffed, pulling her 
outer tunic back on. 


"That is fine." 


Dinua started for the door, but was stopped by Goran's outstretched 
arm. 


"What now?" 


"You do know that what you feel for the boy isn't a forever thing, 
right? In less than thirty days, he'll leave and you probably won't 
ever see him again." 


"I am aware of that," Dinua's voice was tight. 


"And you are also aware that any romantic entanglements between 
Jedi and Mandalorian cannot possibly end on a positive note? Do 
not do anything that you'll regret later because you feel like you 
have to or you feel rushed to do it before he leaves. Remember, the 
mind should rule and the heart should follow, not the other way 
around. He is a very close friend to you at the moment. Part that 
way, nothing more, nothing less. It will be easier for both of you." 


"I can handle my own relationships, buir." 


"I am certain." Goran continued in his even voice. "You have the 
same tenacity and grit as your mother. But Medrit and myself 
promised Briika that we'd watch your back should the worst happen 
to her. Consider this me fulfilling some of that promise. Sometimes, 
emotions, feelings, are far deadly than any blaster or vibroblade can 
be. Especially when they sneak up on you when you least expect it." 


Several heartbeats passed. "Vor entye." Thank you. 


"Had the Sarkin-Tainer kid been a Mandalorian," Goran said slowly. 
"I do not think Medrit or myself would have any objections." 


Another few heartbeats. "But he is not." 
"No, he isn't." 


Goran lowered his outstretched arm and Dinua took several steps 
past him towards the door and stopped again. 


"The Di'kut...Doran...he believes that the names ‘Jedi' and 
'Mandalorian' have become excuses to justify things our people have 
done to each other in the past. To divide our peoples and make us 
see each other as 'the other' we have to be rid of. But Doran pointed 
out that whatever we call ourselves, we have families, feelings, 
wants, needs, and that we all live in the same galaxy. The very 
galaxy the Vongese are trying to tear apart." 


"Dinua..." 


"Let me finish, father," Dinua said in the hoarsest of whispers. "My 
mother died on New Holgha because Mand‘alor and yourself 
decided that to help a Jedi. Realized that this galaxy meant more 
than the petty rivalries and millennia of history between our 
peoples. Doran is going to become a great Jedi one day, just like his 
mother. And I will become an Or'ramikad, just like my own. When 
that time comes, the two of us, with the help of our friends and 
families, will show Manda'yaim the truth." 


"And that would be?" 


"Whether we are Jedi or Mandalorian, we are strongest fighting side 
by side. That if we put our hearts and minds to it, anybody who 
dares threaten the people or things we care about will learn the 
price. Those foolish enough to test us will find a Mandalorian 
blaster barrel resting on their forehead, and a lightsaber at their 
neck. Those who think they can divide us will meet a similar fate. 


This galaxy is seemingly unable to learn that we are far stronger 
together than apart." 


When Goran remained silent after her speech, Dinua slowly turned 
around. She was shocked to see her adoptive father smile wryly. 

"It's a shame he's leaving. He would have made such an amazing 
Mandalorian too. Leave it to fate to have a Jedi embody the heart of 
the Resol'nare. Of course, maybe that was the whole point of it in 
the first place." 


"Buir?' 


"Jate," Goran clapped his hands together. "Let's see if we can't keep 
that man of yours out of trouble for thirty more days, shall we, 
Dinua?" 


"Sir?" Dinua blinked in confusion. 


"Well, he is leaving shortly, and I did recommend you keep your 
relationship at its present level. But it is a whole month, and I 
highly doubt you're going to let another woman use that month to 
get ahead." 


Still utterly bemused by Goran's change in demeanor, Dinua nodded 
dumbly at first. Then, when she realized what Goran was 
suggesting, that Doran might find companionship in the arms of 
another woman, her eyes became flinty. "Of course not. Do you 
know something, sir?" 


"Only rumors, nothing solid," Goran said evasively, seeming to 
enjoy the further narrowing of Dinua's eyes. "But I highly doubt 
women are going to be the greatest threat to his life. We still have a 
Vongese frigate in orbit and plenty of people down here with a 
grudge against him. We need to keep an eye out so I don't have to 
tell his mother that he got himself killed on my watch." 


"That's not going to happen. 


Goran smiled and motioned to the door. "Good. Still, it's thirty days, 
and he does seem to get himself into messes on a regular basis." 


"He does," Dinua grumbled, falling into step with her father. "How 
he does it remains a complete mystery." 


The two paused by one of the viewports just outside the bunkroom 
and blinked down at the sight below. 


"I guess they were more than just rumors." Goran said, taken aback. 
"Apparently," Dinua said with icy coldness. 


Below, just outside the turbolift that led to the surface of the planet, 
a slender, very attractive teenage girl was engaged in a fierce 
liplock with a seemingly willing Doran. A very fierce, passionate 
liplock, with Doran's hand gripping his partner's waist, and her own 
gripping his tunic tightly. 


Goran's eyes darted to his daughter, saw the murder gleaming in 
them, and he mentally amended one of his previous statements. I 
guess women are going to be the greatest threat to the kid's life after all. 


TII-I-I1I-I-1I1 


Doran didn't exactly know how to react after being thoroughly 
kissed by a very attractive girl who appeared to be around his age 
and around his height. The brown-haired girl—hair gelled and 
spiked all over—stepped back, her blue eyes shining with mischief. 
A standard Mandalorian cloth tunic shrouded her lanky form, a 
regular knapsack was slung over one shoulder, but her utility belt 
was anything but standard or regular. Doran briefly wondered if the 
girl had packed an entire cargo-crate in the many pouches and clips 
that were a part of the belt. 


"Thanks!" 

"Errrr...shouldn't I be the one doing that?" Doran said dumbly, his 
mind still trying to figure out what was happening. His thoughts 
continue to short-circuit after the most intense ambush-kiss he had 
ever experienced. 

"Thanks," the teen grinned again. 

"Still lost." 


She sighed, rolled her eyes, and folded her arms in front of her. "I'm 
Willow." 


"Uh huh..." 
"You know, the Willow, Alora's daughter?" 


"Uh....no?" 


"I was in an A-wing above this planet just a week or so ago. I was 
helping the docs with Hera so I didn't get to meet you the first time 
around. I was thanking you for helping Master Bridger come to 
terms with his Jedi-stuff and for helping the rest of my family get 
back alive." 


"Oh? You're one of Aran's crew?" Doran said, the name clicking. "A 
Knight of Wren?" 


"He'll be jazzed that you used that title. I'm Hera's stand in," the 
teen grinned back with a nod. "Well, sort of." 


"Lost again." 

Her grin faded slightly. "I think they just sent me here so I'd be out 
of the way when the Vong start bombing my home. I heard mom 
tell Auntie Sabine that it was 'safer' here." 


"Know how to speak Mando'a?" Doran asked. "Because 'safe' doesn't 
really apply if you're a Jedi on this world." 


"I know how to speak over a dozen languages, and read and write in 
a few more. All without the Force." 


"And the verd'goten?" 

"Not thirteen yet. I still have eight months to go." 

"Wait a minute, you're only twelve but know all those languages?" 
"Born savant," the girl tapped her head. "Photographic memory too. 
The Force helps, well, it's really the only thing the Force does for 
me. That and my hand-eye coordination. Can't mind-trick, push, lift, 
speed, jump, or do most of the other stuff regular Jedi do." 

"Your mom the same age as Nysha and the others?" 

"Yup." 

"And you're only twelve." 

"I thought we established that." 


"So your mom had you..." 


"Very young. Told me I was conceived by the Force," Willow rolled 


her eyes. "More likely she had a one-night stand with one of the 
farmboys on Lothal and didn't want to tell Master Jarrus or Bridger. 
Whoever it was probably had the worst genes ever since I came out 
a half-baked Jedi." 

"It probably all started with a surprise kiss." 

"Ha, ha," Willow said sarcastically. 

The turbolift behind them whooshed, and the doors opened to 
reveal Goran Beviin and Dinua Jeban. Neither face was showing 
much emotion, but Dinua's eyes looked like they wanted to roast 
him alive. 

"Sir," Doran said politely, quickly looking away from Dinua. 


"Doran," Goran said with a nod. He then turned to Willow. "You're 
the Danan ad?" 


"Gar serim. Ni cuyi Willow Danan, su cuy'gar," Willow said in perfect 
Mando’a, saluting sharply. 


Goran's slight lift of his eyebrow was the only sign of his surprise. 
"We don't salute here. It tends to make your commanding officers 
targets." 

"Sorry, sir," Willow quickly whipped her hand back down. 


"Your accent, from the Roche asteroid cluster?" 


"I can sound more Sundari if it'll work better," Willow replied. 
"Me'ibic?" 


"Keep the Roche accent," Goran said neutrally."It would be better if 
people here think you're from the outskirts than the interior." 


"Ni suvar," Willow nodded once. 

Goran looked the young teen up and down for a minute, then jerked 
a thumb towards Doran. "Well, compared to him, we've definitely 
had worse here." 


Doran had a moment of déja vu and scratched his head. "Errr... 
thanks?" 


Goran continued to address Willow. "Despite your proficiency in 


Mando'a,you will have no leeway here, child. Nor will I be able to 
guarantee your safety. Your instructors here can only teach you 
how to be the best. It will be up to you to be the best." 


"Understood, sir." 


"Your primary instructor will be Doran Sarkin-Tainer. Fortunately 
he is right here so you don't have to tell him yourself or find him." 


"What?" 
"Buir!" 


"If you want to belong here, you'll do as he says, and not as he 
does," Goran said, ignoring the surprised exclamations of protest. 
"How old are you, child?" 


"Twelve and two months if you're using Galactic Standard, sir." 


Goran finally looked to Doran. "At least you don't have to ready her 
for the verd'goten." 


"Yay" Doran said numbly. Then his memory clicked in. "Wait, I 
thought you didn't want any children in this camp? By Mando law, 
she's still a kid." 


"Nice thing about being in charge of here, I can make exceptions to 
the rules I create," Goran answered evenly. "Do you have a problem 
with that?" 


"Errr...00?" 


"Good. You have a month left here, Doran Sarkin-Tainer. I think the 
final lesson you can learn is how to pass on the knowledge and 
experience you've gained during your time here to another. 
Hopefully you can keep her from making some of the same mistakes 
you made." 


Doran looked to Willow, his mouth running without his non- 
existent filters. "Here's an easy one, never get caught making out 
with the base commander's daughter." 


"Got it," Willow's broad grin returned. "I think I'm going to like 
working under you." 


Doran gulped, frozen in place, wondering why he ever came to 


Gargon in the first place. 


Goran laughed inwardly, turning away so the trio of teens wouldn't 
see his smirk. 


And Dinua glared. "Di'kut, a word." 
FtF Story Arc End FtF 


A\N: So ends Hera's story arc. The fate of the Wren family was 
actually a toss-up throughout my entire writing process. At first 
Hera wasn't going to be that badly injured upon capture and was 
going to have the 'I guess I'm a Jedi after all' line after getting 
crippled in the rescue mission. She would have held the line so the 
others could escape, and then manually detonate a heavy explosive 
(Rexo), destroying the Vong cruiser. Another version had Sabine 
and Ezra as the ones going out in a blaze of glory so the younger 
generation could live on. When I decided to include Hera Wren's 
brothers in the story, one or the other would have bit the dust in a 
similar fashion so the rest of the family could live. Then I decided to 
rewatch the last few episodes of SW Rebels for inspiration and got 
the ending that's now Fish-canon. 


As I said previously, there's only one more arc left, but that will be 
a ways off as I focus on the Legacy A and B chapters. It will contain 
a bit of Doran using Sith Lightning though, as alluded to be Tracyn 
in my Legacy story, so it will be one final wild ride for Doran's 
eventful year. 


26. Forging Mandokar 
Forging Mandokar 
FtF I FtF 


Nearly fourteen year-old Doran Sarkin-Tainer didn't feel anxious or 
scared for the first time in a long while. Without the added threat of 
a Yuuzhan Vong fleet in orbit, things on Gargon settled back into a 
routine of sorts. Not that anyone on Gargon assumed things were 
business as usual. It had been kind of hard to miss the space battle 
that had unfolded over the planet. Or forget the fiery sight of the 
debris that had burnt up in the atmosphere as destroyed Yuuzhan 
Vong ship parts were caught by Gargon's gravity. After nearly a 
year of occupation, it was also not hard to miss the lack of Yuuzhan 
Vong guarding the hallways and spaceport. 


And Doran was fast rediscovering that the Mandalorian's own worst 
enemy was themselves. Devoid of any target to plot and scheme 
against, the 'crazy warrior-complex' that was within everyone who 
believed themselves to be a Mandalorian, was on full display. 


"You side with them? Those Kyr'tsad and Jedi cowards who dared to 
try and turn the Vongese against us!?" A voice rang out in the mess 
hall, accompanied by an overturned table. Eyes in the room only 
paid the scene a mild glance, watching as a 'tough guy' 
Mandalorian-in-training lifted up a smaller Mandalorian-in-training 
by his tunic. 


Another table was overturned as the smaller Mandalorian went 
flying. 


"Should we be doing something?" Doran Sarkin-Tainer's 'student' 
whispered. 


In the meantime the 'tough guy' Mandalorian called out to the 
packed mess hall. "Let it be known that I'm going to personally blast 
any piece of filth who says even one positive word about Kyr'tsad! 
They're lying traitors, murderers, and they won't ever change!" 


"If you want to do something about it, be my guest," Doran 
muttered back, focusing on his meal. "The only thing that'll happen 
is every single muscle-bound moron in this room will group you 
with Kyr'tsad and try to kill you if they can get away with it." 


"Ertrr....I'll pass." In the background, the 'tough guy's' buddies were 
pulling him back, preventing the unfortunate Mando on the ground 
from needing a visit to the med-bay. 


"She's smarter than you were when you first got here, Di'kut," Dinua 
said dryly, likewise barely paying attention to the scene, or Doran 
for that matter. 


Since Willow's arrival, Dinua had been decidedly frosty towards 
Doran. Bewildering didn't describe her actions. He and Dinua had 
gone from a nearly-topless make-out session to barely touching, not- 
even-hand-holding-in-private. She shot down any attempts at casual 
conversation, was strictly business whenever they did meet up, and 
always seemed to have training of her own to attend to whenever 
he recommended they hung out. In fact, Doran couldn't help but 
wonder if he had suddenly found himself in the infamous ‘friend 
zone’ that he had heard about from so many of the older 
Mandalorians and spacers. Again Doran had to fault his mom for 
not giving him lessons into the mind of girls. Tyria had taken him 
all over the galaxy to learn all sorts of different things, but his lack 
of experience and knowledge about females was definitely glaring. 


It was something that confused the heck out of him. After all, it 
wasn't his fault that he was Willow's 'instructor'. In the week she 
had been on Gargon, Willow had been the epitome of a model 
student; soaking up his stories and all the lessons he was giving her 
like a sponge. In exchange, she told Doran all about her time on the 
Bridger Homestead and what it was like to grow up with such a 
large, unconventional family. More often than not, the two would 
end their lessons seated on the outer shell of the base just swapping 
stories and laughs. It was a relief to finally be able to talk to 
someone about the Force and all the struggles and adjustments he 
had to make since arriving on Gargon. 


The twelve-year old was fun to be around, very bright and curious 
about everything. During one of their first talks, she had even 
admitted that enjoyed being around someone her age for a change. 
On the Bridger Homestead she was the 'in between’ child, 
sandwiched between the nineteen year old Hera Wren and a bunch 
of seven year olds. Since her lack of physical Force abilities made it 
harder to keep up with the others back on the farmstead, she 
tended to shun athletics and 'soldiery' stuff. To pass the time she 
would read, scour the HoloNet, and train. When he mentioned that 
the only thing people did on Gargon was 'soldiery' stuff, she just 
shrugged and said that if he had survived a year, she'd be able to 
too. 


Upon arriving on Gargon, Willow's preferred choice of clothes was 
the same Mandalorian tunics everyone on base wore, though hers 
was tied off so that her midriff was showing. Physically, Willow was 
taller than Dinua, and well, willowy. Willow's limbs were long and 
gangly, as was her flat torso, which made her small, impish face 
and pixie hairdo look out out of place. She also wore wire-framed 
glasses. 


Doran had been slightly bemused to learn that Willow used a form 
of Force glamour in place of regular makeup. Not that she was 
unpleasant to look at, but the 'prefect' teen who had practically 
sucked his tongue from his mouth upon first meeting was quite a bit 
different than her actual self. She had later told him that the 
glamour itself had been her way to distinguish herself from the 
other 'children' on the farmstead, an attempt to get Hera and the 
older generation to take her more seriously. When she realized that 
Doran wasn't going to treat her like a 'kid,' she began to drop the 
glamour when they were alone. In public, however, everyone else 
saw a pixie-haired, developing ‘hottie’ that had several of the older 
Mandalorians guiltily questioning their own morality. 


"It makes me wonder what Tracyn is up to now," Doran said trying 
to change the subject. It was hard to believe that it had nearly been 
a year since he had first stepped foot onto the training compound 
and bumped into the pint-sized Mandalorian leader. 


"You really are a good friend to her," Willow smiled brightly. "Even 
though she has an army of Mandos at her disposal, you still worry 
about her." 


"She was the first friend I made here," Doran gestured. "In fact, I 
bumped into her right about there." 


"Friends at first sight?" 


"Something like that. Some other Mando tried to pick on her and I 
stepped in." 


"And got smacked in the face," Dinua finished the story before 
Doran could make himself sound more valiant than he actually had 
been. "Kote was several times his mass, a better fighter. The Di’kut 
kept his mouth running and nearly had his head knocked off." 
"Jintar, a little help here," Doran said, almost in exasperation. 


Jintar Skirata quickly took a very long drink from his cup to hide 


the smirk on his face. "That is kind of what happened, or so the 
story goes." 


"Well I think it was very brave and loyal of you," Willow said, 
putting a hand on Doran's arm. "Just the sort of thing the person 
who helped Master Bridger move on would do." 


Dinua made a sound at the back of her throat, slamming her fork to 
the table and standing. "I'm done eating. Doran, don't forget you 
still have to run Willow through the basic combat forms. I reserved 
the sparring mat in the main training room. You have it in another 
hour. Don't be late." 


Doran watched Dinua leave, completely nonplussed. For someone 
who had friend-zoned him, she appeared somewhat jealous. Again, 
he couldn't figure it out. From the knowing smirks and expressions 
on the older Mandos around him, however, he had a feeling he was 
missing something very, very obvious. Vowing to find out what 
later, he looked to his ‘disciple’. "Well, you heard her. Finish eating 
quickly so we have time to let the food digest." 


"Yes sir, boss-man sir," Willow grinned perkily, mock saluting before 
going back to her food. 


"Very good, Recruit Willow," Doran played along. "We'll make a 
Mandalorian out of you yet." 


Jintar set down his own cup and stood, clapping Doran on the 
shoulder. "Doran, I'm going to do you a big favor and not let you 
learn a very painful lesson the hard way." 


"Errr....tchanks?" 


"I've seen it happen enough times with Uncle Mereel to know it," 
Jintar leaned down so that his face was between Doran and 
Willow's, looping his arms around both their shoulders. "If you're 
going to two-time a Mandalorian woman, make sure you've already 
had all the kids you want to have. Then kiss your two best friends 
goodbye." 


Doran made a face. "Why would I kiss you and Dinua?" 


"Those aren't the friends I was talking about," Jintar made a blaster 
pistol with his fingers and pretended to fire at the referred-to target. 


Doran's eyes widened comically. "Okay, but why tell me this." 


Jintar looked deliberately at Willow, then at Doran with his 
eyebrows raised. "Just a friendly warning." 


"What? Wait! No! You got it all wrong!" 


"Then you have nothing to worry about." Jintar cuffed Doran's 
shoulder affectionately and headed out. 


"Jintar! You've got it all wrong!" Doran yelled out at the older teen's 
retreating form. He hurried to stand, but in doing so got one of his 
large feet caught on the table-leg. This caused him to reflexively 
jerk his leg up, banging it on the underside of the mess table. He 
lost his balance with a yelp, his arms flailing and grabbing onto the 
nearest thing in an attempt to keep from falling. 


Unfortunately the nearest thing happened to be the much lighter 
Willow. She let out a yelp of her own as they both fell backwards. 
They hit the floor with a thud, their food trays clattering to the 
ground on either side of them. 


"Dikut, Skirata said you were going to clarify some....thing." Dinua's 
voice trailed off. The sight before her leading her to wonder the 
many possible scenarios—each more unlikely than the last—it took 
to get there. 


"Wait," Doran said quickly, whipping his head around to look 
behind him. He was on his hands and knees, with Willow more or 
less pinned underneath. "This isn't what it looks like!" 


"You didn't just roughly drag her to the floor in the middle of the 
mess hall and are not now on top of her?" Dinua said, eyebrows 
arched. 


Doran hastily brushed himself off and scrambled to his feet. "Well, I 
did....and I am...was...but..." 


"Doran was just showing me how to fend off unwanted advances," 
Willow piped up, likewise getting up. "Right?" 


"Errrr...yeah...right." 


"He wanted to demonstrate a take-down at a distance, so after I 
applied a little pressure, he fell for me," Willow added impishly. 
"When we get to the sparring room he said he'll show me some of 
his more close-quarters moves, and that it would be my turn to fall 
for him." 


"Wow, you're really two-timing a Mando woman?" Doran heard a 
whisper from a Mandalorian nearby. 


"That's cold, even if it's the Ice Queen herself," another Mandalorian 
added. 


"He definitely has a death-wish." A third whisper could be heard. 


"Willow!" Doran rasped hoarsely, feeling as if every eye in the mess 
was suddenly watching the drama unfold. 


"What? You said that you'd teach me some of the moves Dinua 
showed you. The pins and the other techniques you said would be 
handy in cramped spaces." 


Dinua's face was completely impassive. "You're in luck, Di’kut." 
"Tam?" 


"My schedule cleared up. As I recall, you were definitely lacking in 
some important areas the last time I saw you. Especially compared 
to some of the others here. I'll help make up for any deficiencies 
and we'll demonstrate them for Willow on the sparring mat. That 
way you don't have to worry about being too hard on her." 


"That's okay," Willow piped up. "Last night, when he was showing 
me some of the basics, he said he was taking it easy on me. I'm not 
afraid." 


Dinua's expression personified the expression 'if looks could kill’. 
"Good. Then I will show you what a skilled practitioner of those 
moves can do at full-speed then. I have heard you are something of 
a savant in this manner. I'm sure the Dikut will agree that you will 
benefit more when neither side has to hold back." 


Doran gulped. "Yeah. Thanks." 

"Don't mention it." 

FtF II FtF 

I have to pick better friends, Doran mentally decided as he stood on 
one side of the circular mat. Seated all around were Mandalorians 
he had met throughout his year-long stay. Ram Zerimar and Ghes 


Orade had front-row seats, along with Jintar and members of Clan 
Ordo. Willow, with her slender frame, looked decidedly out of place 


next to tough-as-durasteel Mandalorians around her. Adding to the 
pressure, and present much to the bewilderment of Doran, were 
both of Dinua's adoptive fathers, and a handful of other 
Mandalorian instructors. 


"Dinua," Doran scanned the crowd. "Why is everyone here?" 
"They were bored." 
"Bored'?" Doran repeated blankly. 


"Nothing to shoot. And you can only spend so much time in the 
bedroom," Jintar supplied from outside the ring. "Gambling is the 
next riskiest thing." 


"Don't tell me..." 


"You're going to make me a very rich man if you win," Jintar 
smirked back. "Or very, very broke if you lose. So please don't lose. 
Or if you do lose, last longer than five minutes." 


Doran scowled at Jintar, amending his previous thoughts to ensure 
that any future friends weren't of the 'crazy Mandalorian' variety. 
Not that he could think of a 'non-crazy' Mandalorian at the moment. 


"Hey," Willow called out to Jintar with a glare of her own. "I bet 
Doran can wipe the floor with her." 


"Willow, I appreciate the thought, but please stop," Doran muttered, 
groaning under his breath. "Dinua only operates on two speeds, 
deadly and deadlier." 


Doran knew that fighting Dinua was a lot different than his knock- 
down brawl that he had had with Jintar earlier in the year. For one, 
she was built completely different than their taller, bulkier, friend. 
As he stepped into the ring, Doran was vividly reminded of his first 
impression of the dark-haired Mandalorian teen. It had been his 
first day, heck, his first hour on Gargon, and he had watched her 
completely demolish a much larger, older Mandalorian recruit. She 
was barely a year older than he was, didn't have the Force to help 
her, and she hadn't even broken a sweat. 


That was nearly one whole year ago. Dinua had improved so much 
since then. If he had tried to face her at the start of the year, he 

doubted he'd even see the blow that would have knocked him out. 
Even though his time with the Mandalorians had gotten rid of any 


remaining baby-fat and had him in the best shape of his young life, 
he still didn't like his odds. Especially in a 'serious' match where 
credits and prestige was on the line. At the same time, he knew that 
if he deliberately took a dive, Dinua truly would kill him. 


Jintar too, if all the credits being bet was an indicator. 
Dinua stepped into the ring, her dark eyes showing no emotion. 


Doran gave her a polite tilt of his head, and to his surprise, she 
returned the gesture. 


And then they were no longer friends. After all, Mandalorians didn't 
exactly have 'friendly' sparring matches. 


Doran knew he had the advantage in both weight and reach. The 
genes he inherited from his dad were the reason why Tracyn had 
called him 'Baby Wookie One’. He wasn't going to use the Force, but 
Jedi katas mixed with the Mandalorian martial-arts he learned 
allowed him to come up with a hybrid technique. He also knew that 
he had more stamina than Dinua. The longer the fight went, the 
better his chances of winning. He doubted very much that Dinua 
would simply let him stay on the defensive until she had worn 
herself out. 


And his doubts were proven correct when she closed the distance 
between them, seemingly abandoning all sense of defense. Her arms 
lashed out rapid-fire, round-houses and jabs interspersed with 
targeted attacks towards his elbows and wrists. After feeling a 
stinger of a blow, and knowing that he couldn't keep up his tactic of 
blocking and batting aside her attacks, Doran tried a counter-attack 
of his own. 


But Dinua appeared to have a few surprises of her own. She gripped 
the arm that he extended towards her, and then used her own 
weight and his momentum to throw him forwards. Before he had 
even hit the mat, she had kipped herself up and then launched an 
aerial attack that would have been devastating had it connected. He 
had a split second to react, and fortunately his Mandalorian training 
had trained his brain to do just that. He rolled to the side and heard 
the impact of Dinua's fist right next to his ear. 


He twisted his body to try and kick her, but she danced out of his 
reach and to the opposite side of the ring. 


Panting at the close-encounter, Doran gave Dinua a faint smile. 


"When did you become a Teras KAsi practitioner?" 


"Can't teach you all my moves, Di‘kut," Dinua retorted. She charged 
again, closing the distance between the two with several quick, 
stutter-steps. 


Doran knew that had he relied on the Force to predict her 
movements, he'd be screwed. Teras Kasi wasn't just a martial arts 
style, but a mind-set. Developed for the sole purpose of combating 
Jedi, it involved misdirection in both a physical and mental sense. 
Users were not only trained to block out a mental intrusion, but to 
redirect said intrusion so that the Jedi will think the attack is 
coming from one direction, when it was really coming from 
another. To avoid what would more than likely be a painful blow, 
Doran did the un-Jedi thing and met Dinua's sprint mid-stride. 


Her fists impacted with his back as he shoulder-tackled her, driving 
the both of them to the ground. It should have been the end of the 
fight, what with Doran weighing a great deal more than her lithe 
figure. But as she fell backwards, Dinua managed to get her knees 
between his body and hers and used the momentum to flip him 
over herself. The two got to their feet at the same time, both 
breathing heavy and smirking at one and other. 


Then, to Doran's bewilderment, Dinua shifted her posture once 
more, and he recognized it from the few times he had stayed with 
his dad. "Oh come on, how many martial arts forms do you know?" 


"Don't worry. I'm far from mastering this form." 


"It doesn't matter! How'd they convince the Noghri to teach you 
Stava?" 


"K'atini." 


Unlike Teras Kasi, the Noghri martial arts focused a lot more on 
take-downs, nerve pinches, pressure points, and joint-locks. All in 
all, it was a fit for the more predatory-minded Noghri...and 
apparently Mandalorians with a chip on their shoulder. 


This time Dinua didn't initiate the next attack. She feinted several 
times, but always stopped just short of committing. Doran met her 
gaze and saw the competitive fire burning within her. She was 
daring him to throw aside his ‘Jedi’ defensive mindset. He smirked 
and adopted a unique stance of his own. 


"Echani?" Dinua drawled. 


"Never thought I'd be using the stuff dad tried to teach me," Doran 
bantered. "Don't worry. I'm far from mastering this form." 


"Not that it would have made a difference if you had. Echani 
martial arts are more of a dance than actual form," Dinua quipped. 
"And you're terrible at dancing." 


Dinua feinted again. Rather than draw back, Doran deliberately 
chased her to provoke her counter. She redirected his outstretched 
arm with one hand, and with the other, delivered a stinging strike 
to his elbow. Or it would have been a stinging strike if it had 
connected. A fraction of a second quicker, Doran went with the 
momentum of his redirected punch to take the blow on his 
shoulder. The moment her fist connected, he then pushed his arm 
out in a whip-like motion. The force of his motion caused Dinua to 
stagger backwards, off balance. Doran's grabbed her by the front of 
her tunic and jerked her back to her feet. 


Dinua retaliated by breaking his grip. But the moment she did, 
Doran delivered an open-palm strike with his opposite hand, 
straight to her chest. The thumping impact forced the breath from 
of Dinua's body, and she fell backwards and hit the mat with a 
thud. 


The training room became deathly quiet 


Though a Jedi would have left the match at that, Doran knew that 
in front of an audience of Mandos, the Jedi way wouldn't be 
accepted. In the silence, he walked over to Dinua's dazed figure and 
knelt down, a knee on her sternum. 


Dinua let out a gasping groan, one that was cut off when Doran put 
a hand on her throat. Her expression was unreadable as she gazed 
up at him, her hands gripping his wrist to ease the pressure on her 
throat. Doran forced himself to meet that gaze, even though his 
entire being was yelling at him to stop and let her up. His way 
wasn't the Mandalorian way, but to do anything less would be the 
ultimate insult to the older teen who had helped him carve a place 
on Gargon. "Yield." 


Dark eyes searched his, and after a few seconds—a time in which 
Doran slowly tightened his grip—Dinua reached out with one arm 
and tapped the mat wordlessly. 


Doran immediately released her and took several steps back, trying 
to stuff the darker, Mandalorian psyche that he had cultivated back 
into its box. He said nothing, feeling slightly sick but unable to 
show it due to the audience they had. Jedi may have considered 
that darker place the 'path to the dark side,’ but Mandalorians 
considered it a means to survive. Hybridizing the two conflicting 
mindsets was neither easy nor fun. 


"Dinua Jeban has yielded," Jintar declared, shattering the silence 
around the ring. "The winner of this Battle Circle is Doran Sarkin- 
Tainer." 


Dinua rubbed at her chest and her throat as she was helped back up 
to her feet. There was something about her expression when she 
looked his way that unsettled Doran. It wasn't the jealousy or anger 
that she had displayed before the match. Nor was it her usual pride 
or bemusement when it came to his actions. He reached out with 
the Force and almost fell over in shock. Regret, fear, hurt, 
confusion, all directed towards him. 


"Hey, great win," Willow said, popping up next to Doran. "That was 
all kinds of crazy. Definitely a match to remember." 


"Yeah," Doran said absently. His eyes followed Dinua as she left the 
room with a crowd of older Mandalorians, his stomach still twisting 
as he couldn't forget the raw emotions he had felt. 


"It was almost like you were another person in that ring," Willow 
continued. "You were so razor focused. I had trouble following what 
Dinua was doing, but it seemed like you had no trouble at all. And 
you weren't even using the...." 


"Shhhhh," Doran quickly cut her off, muffling her mouth with his 
hand. "The Vong might be gone, but you never know who has it out 
for....our kind of people. It is a Mandalorian training camp after 
all." 


"Right, sorry. It's just....is that what Dinua's been teaching you to 
become while you're here?" 


"Become'?" 


"Yeah. In the fight, the adorkable Doran Sarkin-Tainer that I've 
gotten to know disappeared. The look in your eyes, the whole body- 
language. When Dinua flipped you over and nearly jumped on your 
head, you stopped being that Doran Sarkin-Tainer and...I don't 


know. For a second or so, you reminded me of Master Bridger." 


"How?" Doran said blankly, shaking himself and turning his full 
attention to the lanky almost-teen talking to him. 


"I don't exactly know how to describe it. It's like a whole 'T'll do 
anything I have to to survive, anything' vibe. After you hit her and 
she went down, you were still in that mode. I've never seen the dark 
side for reals, but if that wasn't it, I don't know what is." 


At her honest assessment, Doran couldn't help but shiver. If there 
was one thing his mother had hammered into him time after time, 
after lessons with every esoteric Force-instructor she could find for 
him, it was that the dark side was never the answer to anything. 


He remembered a particularly serious chat she had given him when 
he had been eleven years old. They had just spent several months 
on a remote planet called Atollon training under an immensely 
powerful Force-presence that referred to itself as the 'Middle Way'. 
But unlike the other Force-sects that his mother had taken him to 
prior to that, sects that had a clear divide between 'good' and 'evil,' 
or ‘balance’ and 'imbalance,' this creature taught both dark and light 
side abilities and philosophies as if they were one and the same. 
There was no 'good' or 'evil' according to the creature, there just 
‘was’. Doran had learned how to use Sith Lightning and Jedi 
Lightning. How to heal and how to wound. How to destroy and 
create. How to reach into the darkest recesses of his psyche and 
harness those emotions. At the end of it all, when Tyria and he had 
finally left the planet, she told him to not 'forget' about everything 
he had learned, but to not 'remember it all’ either. 


"Just because you're capable of doing something, doesn't mean you 
should. You need to learn about the dark side so that you can combat it 
when you come face to face with it. Whether it's you who decides to take 
that step and need to find your way back to the light, or a friend or 
enemy. Knowing, understanding, that's the first step to mastering 
whatever challenge is set before you." 


"I know mom, there is no ignorance, only knowledge." 


"Now who's being ignorant? Doran, if there was only knowledge then 
there would be no conflict either. A majority of conflicts occur because 
one side or the other believes they know everything there is to know 
about something. That their superior knowledge makes them right. The 
tricky thing about ignorance is that we often don't realize we don't know 
something until it is pointed out to us. Until then, the ‘knowledge’ we 


believe we have is all we will know. You've learned about the dark side 
from a singular point of view. Was that creature an expert on it? Did all 
the holocrons he horded comprise every single iota of knowledge about 
the dark side?" 


"No?" 


"Right. There is ignorance, andknowledge. We don't know any more 
about the dark side than what others tell us. But at the same time we 
know our knowledge is incomplete. I know Vima-Da-Boda taught you 
that everyone walks their own path, and no two paths are alike. The 
reason why I take you to all these different Force-users and have you 
learn from them is so that you can make the most informed decision 
about the type of person you want to be. But I would hope, buster, that 
you realize that the dark side is a path of destruction and pain. 
Something that will master you even if you think you're the master. The 
next instructor I'm going to take you to was once a member of the 
Inquisitorious. From him, I hope you'll have another point of view, an 
example, to draw from on why using the dark side can never truly solve 
anything." 


"Doran, Gargon to Doran," Willow waved a hand in front of his face. 
Doran blinked wildly. "Sorry, you were saying?" 


"The dark side..." Willow examined his face. "Are you sure you're 
okay?" 


"What? Yeah, I was just...thinking." 


"I hope I didn't offend you or anything when I said that you were 
using the dark side. I mean, like I've said, I've never seen it in action 
so..." 


"Don't worry about it," Doran forced himself to smile. "And if I do 
start showing Sith Lord tendencies, maybe you can warn me. One 
blink for 'getting there’ and two blinks for 'shall I buy you a cape 
and red lightsaber, my lord?" 


Willow snorted and shook her head. "Deal. Well, since everyone has 
left the training room, maybe we can show me some of those moves 
you used on Dinua." 


Realizing that everyone, including Jintar, had indeed left while he 
had been lost in thought, Doran recovered quickly. "Sure, why not?" 


"Great...uh oh." 

Doran followed the direction of Willow's gaze and saw one of 
Dinua's dads, Goran Beviin, approach with a retinue of 
Mandalorians. "Uh...is Dinua okay?" 


"Her pride's taken a hit, but she'll live," Goran said tonelessly. "But 
that's not why I'm here." 


"Of course." 

"You're wanted in Keldabe." 

"I'm what?" 

"Mandalore the Guardian and the Mandalorian clan-leaders have 
requested your presence. And by request, it's not one you can turn 
down." 

Doran was taken aback. "Why?" 

"Why can't you turn it down, or why are they requesting you?" 
"Both, I guess." 

"To answer the second question, you're being requested because of 
your dealings with Kyr'tsad and the Vongese. To answer the first, 
you're currently under Mand‘alor’s protection and refusing his 
request would be...most unwise." 

"But I'm only thirteen." 

"An adult by Mando standards." 

"Am I going alone?" 

"Dinua and Jintar were also requested. Willow will be permitted to 
travel with you since you're her instructor. Now, enough talk. Pack 
your bags and be at the hangar in thirty minutes. You're about to 
meet the leaders of the Mando'ade, so it goes without saying that 
you really shouldn't screw this up." 


"T'll do my best." 


"You'll do better than your best, ad. Speak from the heart and don't 
make anyone want to kill you and you should be fine." 


"Errr...sir....generally, me speaking from the heart tends to lead to 
the thing you want me to avoid." 


Goran paused for a moment. "Good point. Speak from the heart and 
then make sure you're the one shooting first if someone wants to 
kill you. You should feel honored. Rarely do the clan-leaders meet 
this day and age. What you say might very well affect the future of 
all of Mand'alor." 


Doran paled. "Right." 
Goran stared at Doran impassively. "K'atini." 
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Doran had been on Mandalore all of two times in the past. But only 
if staying at the starport of the place you're visiting counted. The 
first stay had been at the beginning of his stay on Gargon, when 
Tracyn had been injured. The second had been in the middle of the 
year when Jintar had had his genetic difficulties. Both times he had 
arrived and stayed at Clan Skirata's home, the Kyrimorut, and 
hadn't ventured too far away from the underground dwelling. It 
seemed strangely appropriate that as he finished his year with the 
Mandalorians, he'd visit their homeworld once more. Only, this 
time, he was going to their cultural capitol, and none of his friends 
were in any immediate sort of medical danger. 


Having never seen the rest of the planet, Doran kept his face 
pressed against the viewport as the shuttle descended through the 
thick, dark gray clouds. Water ran down the transparasteel and 
forks of lightning lit up the sky. Yet Doran and the others in the 
shuttle were unaffected by the turbulent weather. After all, they 
were in a Mandalorian Protectorate Meteor-class Q-Carrier. 
Essentially the go-to dropship Mandalorian Protectorate troopers 
used to deploy around the galaxy. Nothing short of a turbolaser 
barrage would cause the shuttle any grief. 


At the moment, Doran could see nothing but the storm around the 
vessel. But as the transport dipped further towards the planet, the 
lights of Keldabe glimmered like stars on the rain drops on the 
viewport. 


"Wow," Willow exhaled excitedly. "I've never seen a city so, so..." 


"Improvised?" Doran said in bemusement. The buildings of Keldabe 
were a hot mess of shapes, sizes, materials, personalities, and 


purposes. There seemed to be no rhyme or reason as to their 
locations, or even the layout of the streets they were on. 


"There are stories that Keldabe was the first Mandalorian 
settlement. Well, more like camp," Willow said, slightly bent over to 
peer out of the cockpit's viewports. She reached out to grab Doran's 
hand and pulled him to her viewport. She then pointed out the 
window at the city. "Look right there. The Taung, landed here first 
and conquered the entire planet with just swords and axes. After 
that, they called themselves Mando'ade, or Children of Mandalore." 


"So it's some sort of holy site?" Doran questioned, having never 

heard this. He turned to her for the answer, and then flushed when 
he realized how close his face was to her. Fortunately for him, 

Willow was too distracted by the view to notice. Unfortunately for 
him, just as he started to stare at the lively, energetic younger teen 
next to him, he could feel Dinua's laser-like glare boring holes into 
the back of his head. He quickly changed his focus back to the city. 


"At one point in time, maybe," Willow nodded, oblivious to the 
death-glare. "According to the historian Vilnau Teupt, the Taung 
had a religious warrior society that believed in something called 
Akaanatikar'oya. Translated into basic it roughly means 'the War of 
Life and Death' and it's their creation story. These ancient 
Mandalorians had a pantheon, believed that the stars in the sky 
shined because of the rulers of the past, and even had ritual combat 
to appease their god Kad Ha'rangir. But after the Jedi Order beat 
the Neo-Crusaders in the Ania Akaan, the 'Last Great Battle,’ 
religion kind of fell away. Today, Keldabe is probably no more holy 
than a pair of worn socks." 


"You seem to know a lot about the Mandalorians," Dinua 
commented neutrally from her jumpseat in the passenger area. 


Willow looked over her shoulder with a grin. "When mom told me I 
was going to spend a year among some of the toughest people in 
the galaxy, I wanted to know all I could about your people. Your 
people have such a fascinating history, made even crazier by the 
fact that all the Mandalorians today are spiritual descendants of the 
first, true Mandalorian race." 


"Yeah, well, there are some things you can't learn in a datapad," 
Dinua replied coolly. "If there's one thing you should know is that 
you can't generalize Mandalorians and expect to come away living 
after fighting one. Actual experience beats booksmarts any day." 


"Hey, knowing the basics means there's less of a chance of dying 
trying to get experience." 


"We'll be touching down in ten, kids. Strap yourselves back in." 
Their pilot, one of Boba's Fett's elite supercommandos announced, 
amusement in his voice. "And Doran Sarkin-Tainer." 

"Yeah?" Doran paused, while Willow went back to her seat. 


"Speaking from personal experience, pick one, or be good enough in 
bed to satisfy both." 


Doran's face went bright red. "I'm not with either of them....not 
really...I think..." 


The pilot chuckled. "Then you're screwed. Good luck." 


Doran couldn't keep the embarrassment off his face as he returned 
to the passenger area and pulled the harnesses over his shoulders. 


"What's up, Doran?" Jintar said with a smirk of amusement, his eyes 
closed as he rested. 


"How did I find myself in these situations?" Doran held his head in 
his hands. 


"Which situations?" Willow asked perkily. 

"Yes, which ones?" Dinua added tonelessly, an eyebrow rising. 
Doran gulped. "Ones involving life-or-death choices." 

"Will of the Force," Willow shrugged. 

"Very bad luck," Dinua supplied for her own answer. 

"I was talking to Jintar." 

"Skirata?" Dinua glanced to the oldest Mandalorian in their group. 
"How does the Di'kut keep finding himself in life or death 
situations?" 

"He has the mandokar for it and lives for the thrill of it," Jintar said 
in a lazy drawl, eyes still close. "After all, he'd have to be a 


complete idiot otherwise." 


"Thanks," Doran said dryly. 


"Anytime, vod." 


The shuttle shook slightly as its landing struts made contact with 
the ground. The pilot emerged from the cockpit while the teens 
undid their safety harnesses. 


"Welcome to Keldabe, ade," the Supercommando said evenly, 
slapping the ramp button to lower it. "We haven't been formally 
introduced yet, because I hate formalities. I'm Tiroc Vhon, battalion 
leader in the Ori'ramikade of the Mandalorian Protectorate. Jeban, 
Skirata, as of now you are being considered for a spot in the 
Ori'ramikade training corps on Raxus Prime. If Mand'alor finds you 
worthy, the two of you will report there at the end of the month. 
You Jedi, try to avoid blowing anything up while you're here. A 
good many Mandalorians will take offense if it's learned that Jedi 
have blown something up on their homeworld." 


"We'll do our best," Doran answered. He briefly wondered if the 
supercommando was being biased and had just jinxed them. After 
all, all they were doing was talking to the Mandalorian clan leaders. 
Why would blowing up anything even need to be mentioned? 


Jintar and Dinua both straightened, surprise at their potential 
recruitment clear. "We won't let Mand'alor down." 


"Don't let yourselves down, that's all that matters," Tiroc corrected. 
"Now if you can please get off my ship. I think you've filled it with 
enough teenage pheromones that I'll need a week to air it out." 


The group unceremoniously hurried off the transport and into the 
driving rain. The moment they were off, the ramp retracted, the 
doors closed, and it blasted off once more. This left the group of 
teens in a torrential downpour, in the middle of a landing platform 
that looked to be made of repurposed metal and wood, hanging off 
the side of the plateau. 


"I guess that's Mandalorian efficiency for you," Doran said with a 
weak smile. 


Willow grimaced at the falling, icy rain. She used Doran's larger 
body to briefly shield herself from Jintar and Dinua's view as she 
removed her glasses and cleaned them. "Great, now what?" 


"Is this supposed to be some test?" Jintar looked equally confused 
and sputtering. They were all dressed in the rough cotton, short- 
sleeved tunics that were standard Mandalorian garb. Said tunics did 


nothing against the deluge being dumped on them. 


But looking around the empty platform, there didn't appear to be 
any landing party. The lone three-leveled building at the end of the 
landing pad was completely dark. 


A jagged fork of lightning rippled across the sky. This illuminated a 
lone figure sitting on a bench by the building, shielded from the 
rain by an overhanging. 


"I guess we go over there then?" Doran adjusted the strap to his 
knapsack as he looked to the others. 


"If it's a trap, we can always kick their shebs," Dinua shrugged, water 
dripping from her hair. 


As they grew closer, the figure looked their way. A red, optical 
implant shone brightly in the dark shadows. 


"Tracyn?" Doran said in disbelief. 


"Hey, Hairless Baby Wookie One," Tracyn smiled, legs idly kicking 
as she remained seated. 


Doran took several steps towards her, then frowned when he 
realized something. "You're suited up and dressed for battle." 


"I'm a Mandalorian, I live in my armor," Tracyn dodged airily. Her 
helmet rested by her side on the bench, but a rifle of some sort was 
slung over her one shoulder, both her gauntlets looked equipped 
with various projectiles, and she even had a knee-rocket device 
attached to a much heavier version of the armor he was used to 
seeing her wear. "Who's the new girl?" 


"I'm Willow," the brown-haired almost-teen supplied, clasping 
forearms in greeting. She then spoke the traditional Mandalorian 
greeting with a slightly rougher pronunciation than Doran had 
heard in the past. "S'ucuy." 


"Tracyn Gedyc. That's really impressive. You recognized my home- 
accent just from hearing me speak Basic?" 


"Doran and I have a lot in common," Willow said after a brief check 
with Doran. 


"Oh?" Tracyn's eyebrows shot up. 


"Mind looking after her when I'm gone?" Doran asked. "Dinua and 
Jintar are got picked for supercommando training." 


"Of course," Tracyn nodded. "Any friend of yours is a friend of 
mine." 


"What are you doing here, Gedyc? On Manda'yaim, are you crazy?" 
Dinua said in disbelief. 


"Mand'alor invited me as a concerned citizen of this world." 


"I think I know why Vhon told me and Willow not to blow anything 
up now," Doran groaned. 


"Hey!" 


"IT don't mean anything against you, Tracyn. Just, Mandalorian 
politics when it comes to Kyr'tsad is like playing roulette with a 
quad-barreled missile launcher. You point it at a charging target, 
three of the tubes are filled, and the Mandalorians always seem to 
get that empty tube. By the time you do fire off the rocket you blow 
both yourselves and the Kyr'tsad up." 


"That is true," Tracyn said ruefully. She donned her helmet and 
playfully dug her fist into Doran's arm. "You're forgiven." 


"Enough about politics. Kyr'tsadika, Please say you're our ride to a 
very warm hotel and hot meal," Jintar asked, shivering. 


"I do have an enclosed speeder in the garage," Tracyn jerked a 
thumb at the structure attached to the building. "Which is a good 
thing to, because the hotel the Protectorate booked us is at the 
other side of town at the base of the city." 


"It'd really suck if we had to walk that in this weather," Willow 
exhaled a small puff of air. 


The group moved over to the garage and Tracyn activated the 
switch to the door. The moment it opened fully, however, a pulsing 
threat echoed in the Force. Doran grabbed both Diuna and Jintar, 
who were the closest, and half-leaped, half-threw the three of them 
as far from the building as he could. Willow simultaneously tackled 
Tracyn into a nearby drainage culvert. A second later, a large rocket 
barreled down from somewhere higher up. A massive whoosh and 
ball of fire immediately followed. The blast completely obliterated 
the garage, sending a rain of debris cascading down on the prone 


teens. The shockwave also took out the connected building, tearing 
it apart and sending the debris sideways. 


When the last of the debris fell, Doran weakly looked up. He could 
see the others do the same, all staring at the smoldering crater that 
had been left behind in the blast. 


Eyes went to him, and he swallowed. "That was so not my fault." 
FtF IV FtF 


The rest of the night could have gone better in many ways. The 
destruction of the speeder, and the strange fact that no security 
forces showed up to investigate—meant the teens had spent the rest 
of the night trudging tiredly through the backstreets of Keldabe. 
Normally Doran would have appreciated the sights of an alien city 
on a far-away world, but they had been on guard the entire time, 
worried that the attackers might try again. By the time they had 
reached their designated hotel—a single-story long-house made of 
wood and stone—there was only an hour or two before daylight 
broke. To make matters worse, because they hadn't checked in 
before midnight, they had lost their reservations, and the small 
hotel only had one room left. Too tired, rain-drenched, and cold to 
go anywhere else, the group accepted it. The room, barely larger 
than a storage closet, was meant for a single person, and the teens 
had all opted to give Willow the lone, narrow bed over her protests. 


The room did have a refresher attached to it, though the shower 
was a sonic one. But Doran was okay with that after the drenched 
he had received. He turned the frequency modulator up so that the 
sonic waves would warm his chilled body, and exhaled slowly in 
relief. He was the last to take a shower, and he was grateful the 
emitter matrix in the shower-head hadn't overheated. The hotel had 
the bare minimums and probably gave 'budget-hotels' a bad name 
when it came to amenities. No chairs or tables existed in the room, 
nor was there a heating or cooling unit. The fact that the room even 
had a sonic shower was unexpected, but then again, Doran 
reflected, it allowed the hotel to save on the cost of towels, soaps, 
and other things one might need for a water-based shower. With all 
their clothes completely drenched, even their spares in the packs 
they brought, he didn't even want to think about what they'd look 
like when they met with the clan-leaders. There was a gift-shop that 
sold knock-off clothing and souvenirs, but it wouldn't open for 
another handful of hours. 


For the moment, it looked like his trip to Mandalore was turning 


out to be just like the rest of the adventures he had had that year. 
And that wasn't exactly a good thing. 


The sonic emitters began to blink out, and Doran sighed in defeat 
and shut off the struggling shower system. He had showered with 
his completely wet clothing still on, and though the sonic vibrations 
had wrung most of the liquid from his now warm garments, they 
were still uncomfortably damp. With an annoyed huff he pulled off 
his shirt and pants and exited the refresher in his underwear. His 
weeks of training in the Gargon wilderness meant that modesty was 
something he wasn't too worried about these days. Besides, he was 
rather proud of what his year of hard work had done to his body. 


He stepped out of the room. "Stupid, cheap, shower emitters." 


"They burn out?" Jintar asked, resting against one of the walls of the 
room. 


"Yeah." Doran hung his shirt and pants from the hanger on the door. 
"And my clothes are still pretty damp." 


"So you're just showing off your body for Willow's benefit?" Tracyn 
said with a smirk. 


"Will...oh," Doran suddenly remembered that he was no longer just 
among Mandos. Said non-Mando was staring at him with wide-eyes, 
her concentration slipping enough that her glamour actually faded. 
"Oh...right." 

"Wow," was all Willow managed, her jaw open. 


Dinua reached over, calmly shut her mouth, and then stepped into 
view. "You were using the Force to alter your appearance?" 


"What? I am. How'd you kn...oh," a rapidly blushing Willow 
squeezed her eyes shut and her glamour started to come back, but 
faded again the moment she opened her eyes and saw a bemused 
Doran staring at her. "Stop it!" 

"What?" 

"Looking so good," Willow blurted out. 

"How should I look then?" 


"Not nearly naked and posing with your arms like that!" 


"I'm not posing! It's how I naturally stand! And I can't help being 
nearly naked!" 


"You can too! Put your clothes back on!" 
"They're wet!" 


"Well...too bad for you," Willow sputtered. "I'm an innocent twelve 
year old, you know. You shouldn't...shouldn't...." 


"What?" 


"Tempt me!" Willow practically shouted. Then, realizing what she 
said and that the others were looking at her with varying 
expressions of amusement, she 'eeped' and pulled the threadbare 
covers of the bed over her head. 


"Don't worry, you wouldn't be the first Jedi undone by a sexy man," 
Tracyn commented with laughter, practically rolling on the ground 
next to the bed. 


"Here, Doran," Jintar pulled out a second shirt and pair of pants and 
tossed it to him, but he was also chuckling. "I wore two sets of 
clothing into the shower. This one dried too. Good thing we're 
about the same size or these would look ridiculously big on you." 


"Thanks." 


Dinua, for her part, was smirking at Willow's shrouded figure. When 
she looked over to Doran, however, her expression flickered. Almost 
half-serious, she called out to Doran. "Di'kut, you do realize that 
once you're outside of Manda'yaim, you'll have girls throwing 
themselves at you? With a body like yours, I wouldn't blame them." 


"Errr...thanks?" 


"Just make sure that you pair up with one that can watch your 
back. After all, I won't be able to do it out there," Dinua breathed 
out, a touch of emotions in her voice. She moved over to the 
window sill and sat in it, not turning back. 


Doran watched her dumbfoundedly, feeling more than a little lost. 
He took a step towards her, but was stopped when Tracyn stepped 
up. "Hey, Hairless Baby Wookie One, let's see if we can scrounge up 
some food. I don't know about you, but I'm hungry." 


Doran's stomach chose that moment to growl. Even then, he 
couldn't get the almost forlorn expression on Dinua's face out of his 
mind. "But..." 


Tracyn grabbed the collar of his shirt and bent him down so she can 
whisper. "She's fighting an enemy only she can beat. Don't make it 
more complicated." 


Doran swallowed, took one last look at Dinua, before letting his 
shoulders slump. "Okay." 


"Hey, Willow! Why don't you come with? We'll leave Skirata here to 
cover Jeban in case anyone decides to shoot this place up." 


Willow peeked her head out of the blanket, saw Dinua's expression. 
She threw off the blanket and joined Tracyn and Doran. "Okay, 
where to?" 


"There's a diner not too far from here. Open all day and night," 
Tracyn said glibly. "Perfect for us." 


"You visit this place often?" Willow asked as they headed out the 
hotel. Fortunately for them, the rain had stopped and left the air 
fresh and crisp. 


"Not for a long time. The Kyr'tsad has a political delegation both 
here and in Sundari. Of course, they don't call themselves Kyr'tsad's 
political faction, but they advance a pro-Mandalorian Empire 
agenda in the Senate and among the clan-leaders. When I was 
younger, the older Kyr'tsad leadership used to bring me here to 
meet them. When I seized control of my faction, I cut ties to the 
delegation," 


"Not your speed?" Willow said lightly. 


Several emotions flickered across Tracyn's face. "Something like 
that." 


"Willow," Doran interrupted. "Tracyn and her faction didn't exactly 
get along with the others." 


"Oh right. I remembered you told me that you, Dinua, Jintar, and 
Hera helped to take down all but the Vizsla and Gedyc factions." 


"Yeah. They just have a lot of history that Tracyn doesn't like 
talking about." Doran felt Tracyn take one of his hands and squeeze 


it in silent thanks before letting go again. 
"Sorry." 


"No, it's okay. We Mandalorians are a lot more complicated than 
most people think." 


"Do you think the guys that fired the rocket are from that 
delegation then?" 


"Not unless a new one popped up." 


"What happened to the old...one," Willow trailed off when Tracyn 
casually tapped the blaster at her hip. "Oh. Really?" 


"Wasn't my faction. Clan Kryze gets credit for that." 


At that, Doran tilted his head towards Tracyn. "I thought they 
focused on civil matters." 


"They are. The political group had a civil disagreement with Korkie 
over a misuse of civil-funds, and they civilly drew their blasters on 
each other. When Korkie's group tried to leave, the political group 
not-so-civilly tried to back-shoot them. The security feed cuts out 
after that, but afterwards, the entire political faction was arrested 
on various crimes, with tips sent in by anonymous sources. Since 
the primary crime was treason thru proven connections to Kyr'tsad, 
the group was executed after a short trial." 


"Okay, so not them. Maybe someone in Mandalor's camp wants you 
dead?" Willow continued. 


"The truce my faction made with Boba Fett, however, makes it so 
that anyone who wants me dead ends up an enemy of the 
Protectorate. After all, Boba Fett gave his word. Given the times, 
none of the people that matter are going to risk it." 

"Yuuzhan Vong spy?" Doran posited. 

"The Vongese? Maybe," Tracyn shrugged. "But my people also have a 
deal with them. We're their insurance in case the Mandalorians try 
to betray them." 

"How does that work out?" 


"We feed them information about the Protectorate, they leave us 


alone. If the Protectorate betrays the Vongese, they'll kill the 
Protectorate and install us as the leaders." 


"You definitely like to cover your bases," Doran said, rolling his eyes 
and chuckling dryly. 


"How about Clan Vizsla?" Willow suggested. "With you dead, they 
get to absorb your faction and unite Kyr'tsad under one banner." 


"What is this? Think about everyone that wants to kill cute little 
me?" Tracyn protested. "I don't have that many people that want me 
dead. At least, no more than out of the ordinary." 


"Mando-Ugnaught, the fact that you have anyone that wants you 
dead is out of the ordinary already." 


"Ordinary for a Mando, Dikut," Tracyn retorted. 
"Which isn't ordinary at all," Doran joked. 


"Speaking of not normal, how'd you know that the rocket was going 
to hit? I thought you weren't using your Jedi powers while you 
were with Jeban and the others." 


"I must have backslid. With Willow on Gargon, I sometimes found it 
easier to show her how to do something with the Force than explain 
out loud. I guess getting back in touch with things had me 
reflexively use that danger-sense again." 


"Or you could have read it off me through our bond," Willow said. 
"Is using the Force that bad?" 


"Generally speaking, Willow, every Mando wants to kill Jedi. All 
our children's tales, the good and the bad ones, always end up with 
the righteous Mandalorian warrior triumphing over the preachy, 
cowardly Jedi." 

"Ooo, what's one example of a children's story?" 

"I'm no storyteller. That's this lug's job," Tracyn begged off. "I can 
look some up for you on the local HoloNet and share it with you 
later." 

"Thanks," Willow said brightly. 


"So," Tracyn's cybernetic eye ran up and down Willow's body. 


"Which is the real you, the no-glasses look you have on now, or that 
other one?" 


"Huh? Oh right, sorry, I keep the glamour on by default," Willow 
self-consciously ran a hand down her body. "The other one's the real 
me. I feel...more comfortable with the glamour though." 


"Jedi use the Force for makeup and sculpting jobs?" Tracyn said 
casually. 


"It's a personal thing," Willow muttered, avoiding Doran's gaze. 
"And it's only an illusion." 


"So a mind-trick then?" 


"Not really," Willow shook her head. "A mind-trick would take too 
much energy. I'd literally have to trick everyone who's looking at 
me into viewing me a certain way. I don't have that ability. Doran, 
without using the Force, when you look at me, what do you 
immediately notice?" 


Doran nearly slid on the muddy ground. There really was no safe 
answer considering Willow's glamour drew his eyes to non-safe 
places of her body. "Errr....how...attractive parts of you are." 


Willow smirked at that. "Tracyn, what do you see?" 


"Another tall, photogenic Jedi," the shorter girl said grumpily. 
"What's the point?" 


"When you interact with someone, you're never a hundred percent 
paying attention to their entire appearance the whole time. You 
subconsciously focus on something, whether it's their eyes or a 
freckle on their face, or their body," Willow elaborated. "I don't use 
the Force to change my whole image. I use it to change the focus. 
And that's easy to do if they're already thinking about me in a 
certain way. It's not really a mind trick if all I'm doing is 
emphasizing thoughts you're already thinking. It creates a tunnel- 
vision of sorts and your mind fills in the blanks. You see me as a 
taller, photogenic Jedi for two main reasons. One, because you see 
the way both Dinua and Doran interact with me and that gives you 
a mental impression of who I am. And two, because you already 
have certain expectations about Jedi so my abilities translate those 
expectations to map over my actual appearance. Talking with me 
now, you're focused on my face and your peripheral vision is on the 
rest of me. All I have to do is highlight aspects of me in your 


subconscious, and your mind will fill in that peripheral image based 
off that." 


"But why do you need the whole glamour thing in the first place?" 
Tracyn asked. 


Willow smiled self-consciously, silently thanking Doran as he sent 
her his support through the Force. "Well I..." 


Willow jerked her head to look over her shoulder. Then, a split 
second later, both she and Doran grabbed Tracyn and jumped off 
the muddy road and into the equally muddy ground next to it. Their 
splash landing hid the sound of three darts spiraling through the air 
and impacting with the road. The three darts subsequently 
exploded, sending a wet puddle of mud splashing over the sides. 


As the sloshing and mud splattering abated, the trio sputtered as 
they wiped mud out of their eyes, nose and mouth. 


"Was this what your first few weeks with the Mandos was like?" 
Willow managed, coughing and spitting. 


"It's what it felt like. Look on the bright side, we haven't ended up 
in bacta yet," Doran managed, mournfully looking at his now, wet, 
mud-covered clothing. 


A barely audible whistling sound filled the air as Tracyn and Willow 
grumbled about their situation, and three more darts with blinking 
lights hit the road right next to the trio. 


Doran, being the only one to hear the whistling sound, groaned at 
the sight of the darts. "Worse trip to Mandalore, ever." 


FtF V FtF 


"Tell me again how you ended up making a food-run into something 
life-threatening?" A very cross Dinua asked as Doran toweled 
himself off of the excess bacta from his brief dip in a bacta tank. 


"It's not my fault!" Doran called back over the divider, somewhat 
relieved that Dinua was talking to him again. "At least I don't think 
it is. The target could have been Tracyn, or Willow, or even the 
three of us. Which, if that was the case, I'll take only a third of the 
blame." 


"Dikut, just shut up." Dinua snapped. "If it wasn't for you jumping 


onto that dar'manda and Gedyc before the blast, you wouldn't even 
have needed bacta." 


"Tracyn got half her face melted off for me! And why are you 
calling Willow a 'dar‘manda'? What was I supposed to do, let her get 
blown up by high explosives?" 


"She's a dar'manda until she earns the right to her name," Dinua 
retorted hotly. "Right now she's a child pretending to play Jedi and 
Mandalorian at the same time. She thinks all her answers are in a 
book or report, and has no idea just how dangerous the galaxy can 
be. And to answer your other question, yes! Children die all the 
time. It's harsh, but true. And you know my feelings about Gedyc. 
But the galaxy can't afford to lose good people like you." 


Doran pulled the divider open, even though he only had a towel 
wrapped around his waist. "Dinua." 


"I told you to shut up," Dinua growled, quickly turning away from 
him. "If anything, this only shows that you need someone your 
back. The dar'manda won't cut it. Maybe far in the future, but not as 
she is now." 


"It's not her fault I got hurt. It wasn't even serious this time. Just a 
bunch of muddy shrapnel," Doran reached out to put a hand on 
Dinua's shoulder, but the teen shrugged it off with a shake of her 
head. "Dinua." 


"No," Dinua said aloud, shaking her head again and stepping away. 
"You have less than twenty days left before you depart Mandalorian 
space. Before you go back to being a Jedi. You aren't a Mandalorian 
Dikut. You never will be. So you have to stop taking stupid risks 
like this. A real Mandalorian can take it and live. You Jedi, you're 
soft. You die. You saw Hera Wren's condition. Do you really think 
that you'll be able to survive something like that? When you leave 
Mando space, you'll be a Jedi like all the others. A target for the 
Vongese. You've seen the news reports. There isn't a single week 
where another Jedi is either killed or captured by them. And when 
you leave, I won't be there to protect you from the things that they 
did to Wren. If they do to you what they did to her..." 


This time Doran wrapped his arms firmly around Dinua, holding 
her tightly even when she struggled to get free. "Shhh....Dinua." 


"Let me go!" 


"Not when you're like this." Doran murmured into her hair. "You're 
right when you said I'm not a Mandalorian. But I'm not really a Jedi 
either. Remember, back when I first got here, you asked me who I 
was, what I was? I'm just Doran Sarkin-Tainer. I'm not a killer, I'm 
not a soldier, or a healer, or a politician. I'm just me. A guy who's 
too stupid to know when to back down. A guy who's seen more 
bacta this year than I've seen in my entire life. If I can run, I'll run. 
But if I have to fight, I'll fight to win, to live, only because I know 
that if I lose, those I care about will suffer. Even if I'm hurt or, 
Force-forbid, in a state like Hera is, I'll continue to fight to live." 


Dinua had stilled as he spoke, instead, leaning her head into his 
chest. He took it as a sign that she was listening. 


"This year with you Mandos has been....something else. Looking 
back, I finally understand why my mom sent me here. Sure I came 
here to learn how to fight and survive like you Mandos, but that's 
not all. If there's one thing I've learned from you all is that you can 
only do so much alone no matter how tough you are. You, Jintar, 
Tracyn, my aliit, you're why I've made it to this end. When I leave, I 
promise that I'll find someone to partner up and take on the galaxy 
with. In return, you have to promise me to become a kick-ass super- 
commando and go super-commando your way through all the bad- 
guys you come across. No matter what Boba Fett throws your way 
in his training, you make it through it. Deal?" 


Dinua was silent for a long moment, her arms remaining at her 
sides. After several long seconds, she took in a deep breath and 
stepped back. Her eyes were slightly red, but Doran ignored it and 
instead pulled a few stray locks of hair out of her face. She reached 
up and cupped his face for a moment staring up at him, then let her 
hand fall back to her side. "Stay alive no matter what and it's a 
deal." 


"Okay." 

"Okay," Dinua repeated hoarsely. She took another step back, then 
another, turning away from him and gripping the wrist of the hand 
she had used to touch his face with her opposite hand. "Get dressed. 
Mand'alor himself wants to brief you about the agenda." 

"Did we find out anything about who keeps trying to kill me?" 


"That's part of the agenda, Dikut," a small amount of warm teasing 
had returned to Dinua's voice. 


"Alright, see you there?" 


"T'll be right outside the door and escort you there myself." She 
stepped through the sliding doors and it closed before Doran could 
answer. 


With a ruefully shake of his head and a smile, Doran hurriedly 
dressed. He stepped through the doors and Dinua gave him a small 
lopsided smirk before schooling her face into impassiveness. She 
did, however, playfully bump into him before they began walking. 
Doran, once again trying to decipher the hardest code known to the 
male gender—girlese—just scratched his head with a smile of his 
own and let her lead the way. 


FtF VI FtF 


"You okay?" Tracyn asked when Doran and Dinua entered the room. 
Said room looked to be some sort of ops-center...hybridized with a 
bar on one side and a data-center on another. Like the rest of the 
building, the walls were plain durasteel, looking very aged in 
nature. Tracyn and Jintar were sitting at the bar with a couple of 
other Mandalorians. 


"Told you it was a minor explosion," Doran waved off her concern. 
"The bacta was just a precaution." 


"Doran," Willow huffed, rolling her own eyes. Her Force abilities 
allowed her to see the truth in his words and she wasn't concerned. 
She was in the data-center, reading off a datapad that was plugged 
into the bank of computers. "Normally, being caught in any sort of 
explosion, minor or not, is supposed to cause other feelings of 
worry. Don't tell me you're becoming one of these bucket-heads 
when it comes to your sanity?" 


"I..." Doran paused in realization. He dramatically gripped his head 
and let out a faux groan of despair. "Oh no! I am! Kill me now." 


Several blasters whined to life and Doran half-glared at the holders 
through squinted eyes. "That was a joke, not an invitation!" 


"A pity," one of the Ori'ramikade in the room said lightly. 


"You forget we bucketheads don't have a sense of humor," another 
chirped, spinning his blaster in his hand before holstering it. 


"You Mandalorians are crazy," Willow said in bewilderment. 


Realizing the younger Jedi was lumping him in with the others, 
Doran straightened from his posture. "Hey!" 


"Just calling it as I see it, oh, wise instructor." 


"Are you kids finished?" The familiar voice of Tiroc Vhon cut in. 
The armored Mandalorian standing at a far holo-table with his arms 
folded in front of him. 


"Sorry," Willow and Doran said in unison, looking thoroughly 
chided. 


"I swear," Tiroc muttered, his voice muted from his helmet. "I 
wonder if repainting, washing, and cleaning the interior of 
Mandalor's ship will put me back on the frontlines. All it was was 
one little scratch after all. Hardly noticeable. It wasn't my fault the 
docking arm wasn't in the locked position when I was backing his 
ship out of the hangar." 


Jintar and Tracyn joined Willow, Doran, and Dinua as they reached 
the designated table. Each took a seat around it, and Tiroc activated 
the table. 


"We've located the ones responsible for firing the missile at you at 
the landing pad and the ones from the most recent attack," Tiroc 
began. The holo-images being shown were a variety of faces. "All 
are hired thugs and lowlifes. All except one. We ascertained his 
identity through intercepted communications between himself and 
one of the thugs." 


The scrolling faces stopped on a single Duros. "This is Ki'lian Bane, 
grandson to the founder of the Bane Consortium." 


Silence followed his announcement the teens all looking decidedly 
confused. Doran decided to bite the bullet for the rest of them. "The 
what?" 


Tiroc's frown was heard in his voice. "No one has heard of it? The 
Bane Consortium? The spiritual successor to the GenoHaradan 
Assassin's guild?" 


Heads were shaken all around. 
Doran heard Tiroc's mental countdown from ten. Slightly annoyed 


by the supercommando, Doran decided to push the man's buttons. 
"Oh that Bane Consortium. I thought you were referring to the Bane 


Consortium that owned a bunch of greenhouses filled with all sorts 
of deadly, exotic plants. I was wondering why they'd be trying to 
kill us." 


"No, I was not." The words sounded civil but took great effort for 
the supercommando to get out. "The Bane Consortium I am 
referring to is a group of assassins and enforcers from across the 
galaxy. They are made up of former special-forces and law- 
enforcement, as well as Mandalorians, Gen'Dai, and some of the 
most hardened criminals in the galaxy. For the longest time, they 
were the muscle for the Crimson Dawn criminal syndicate and was 
often employed by the syndicate to take out their Black Sun rivals. 
They have since taken over the Crimson Dawn and are murderers 
for hire." 


"So someone hired this Ki'lian-guy to kill us?" Doran asked. 


"Specifically, we believe he was hired to kill you," Tiroc inclined his 
head to Doran. 


"Me?" Doran blinked owlishly. 


"The target in the comm-intercept is referred to as a male. Given the 
nature of the second attack, it stands to reason that you're the 
popular one." 


"Oh." 


"What are your next moves?" Dinua voiced, eyes narrowing 
dangerously. 


"We have none," Tiroc said simply. "You all were brought here to 
debrief the clan leaders. You will do so and be returned to Gargon.' 
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"You're going to do nothing?" Jintar frowned for the first time. 


"We cannot waste resources on one person in the middle of this 
war," Tiroc confirmed. "The Bane Consortium is a full-fledged 
criminal syndicate dedicated to murdering high-level officials. But 
they are merely hired help, and going after them will only provoke 
a war with the Consortium that we cannot afford at the moment. 
We also cannot waste time chasing after every petty criminal and 
thug on Manda'yaim." 


"Doran is a part of our aliit," Dinua said stiffly. 


"If you want to do something about it, be my guests. But the 
underworld is a dangerous place. Unlike us, rules mean very little to 
them." 


"Do you at least have a recommendation about where to start?" 
Willow said in protest. 


"Jeban's clan has all the connections you need to get started," Tiroc 
answered neutrally. 


"My clan?" Dinua looked confused. 
"Clan Rook belongs to you, does it not?" Tiroc said simply. 


Dinua paled at the name, taking in a shallow breath as she did. 
"Clan Rook?" 


"Yes, Beroya Rook has been managing it as per your orders. His 
nameless, forgotten relation became a member of the Bane 
Consortium, albeit a very low ranking one, after he was kicked off 
of Gargon. Did you not wonder how he was able to raise a small 
army despite the reputation his clan has?" 


"I...no," Dinua breathed out again, her hands starting to curl into 
fists. They stopped, however, when Doran gently took one hand and 
Jintar reached over to squeeze the other. She gave both grateful 
smiles before facing Tiroc with renewed strength. "Was the 
nameless one the only member of the clan to join?" 


"You tell me. If you wish to visit their homestead, then do so," Tiroc 
shrugged. "I will tell Mand‘alor that your clan is currently dealing 
with a threat to one of its members. When you are finished with the 
issue, return to debrief the clan leaders." 


"Thank you." 

Tiroc made a shooing motion and silently watched the group of 
teens leave. When they were gone, he folded his arms in front of 
him. "Are you sure siccing those kids on the Bane Consortium is the 
best choice? The Consortium will eat them alive." 

"They'll handle it," Boba Fett emerged from a hidden room. 


"The Consortium has already killed three clan leaders suspected of 
plotting against the Vongese, Mand'alor." 


"And are watching the rest of us to see what we do next. We cannot 
move without tipping our hand, and Mandalore can't afford a 
shooting war just yet. Gorak Lah is no fool. He knows that to watch 
a dangerous predator, one of equal danger is needed." 


"But to rely on kids," Tiroc sounded disgruntled. 

"Cad has trained his children well, but we've trained ours better." 
"Will Cad personally get involved?" 

"If he does," Boba Fett pulled out an aged LL-30 blaster-pistol from a 
sack hanging from his utility belt. "I'll be happy to return to the old 
man a souvenir from our last encounter." 

FtF Chapter End FtF 

A\N: Happy holidays! Next chapter won't be up for a long while, 


this was more of a holiday gift and to give you all an idea of what 
the last story arc in this story will be about. 


27. Forging a Clan 
Forging a Clan 
FtF I FtF 


"You don't have to do this, you know," Doran said in a low voice as 
he stepped off the mag-lev with Dinua. The second they left the 
climate-controlled train, they were confronted with the natural 
sweltering, muggy heat of the outdoor train-station. Doran flinched 
in reaction, immediately feeling his shirt begin to stick to himself. 
"I'm going to be out of Mando space soon. We can just report to the 
clan leaders and..." 


"Dikut, shut up," Dinua said succinctly. It had been the most she had 
said during their several hour journey away from Keldabe and 
towards the planet's equator. She had spent the train-ride in 
complete silence, staring out the window but more than likely not 
seeing any of the sights. The rest of the group had remained quiet 
out of respect for her, and Doran's words were the first among them 
since the trip began. 


"Doran," Jintar said in a tone more serious than usual. "We let this 
threat to one of our aliit go unanswered, and several very bad things 
happen. Mainly, we're viewed as weak, cowardly, untrustworthy. 
And it won't be just us, but our clans as well." 


"Every action we do reflects the lessons taught to us by our clan," 
Tracyn continued. "Sure you might be gone in twenty or so days. 
But in that time, if you get hurt and we did nothing to try and stop 
the assassins from acting in the first place, it will tell all of 
Manda'yaim that we don't care for our own." 


"But you guys are talking about taking on an entire professional 
guild of assassins," Doran protested. "Willow, back me up. Do we 
look like the sort of people capable of taking on a guild of killers?" 


"No." 

"Thank you..." 

"But if the situation was reversed and the death mark was on one of 
the others, I can easily see you going to the ends of the galaxy to 


make sure they're safe," Willow said evenly, holding Doran's gaze. 
"After all, you went further for Master Bridger, and you barely knew 


him. What's a guild of professional assassins compared to a Yuuzhan 
Vong battlefleet?" 


"This is why Jedi and Mandalorians should never team up," Doran 
groaned as they left the train station. "Jedi have their own unique 
brand of crazy. Mandalorians have their own unique brand of crazy. 
If you mix them, you get one unique brand of super-crazy that'll kill 
pretty much anyone else trying to attempt it. And before you tell 
me to suck it up, Dinua, I'm not complaining. Just pointing out that 
this is probably another one of those reasons why Mandalorian and 
Jedi don't team up more often. Both sides know that that brand of 
super-crazy is too crazy, even for us." 


Tracyn laughed at that as she tried to fan herself with her hand. "I'll 
agree to that. Now let's get out of the sun before we all melt." 


"Why does Clan Rook have to live out here in the middle of 
nowhere?" Willow asked, following the group into the shade of a 
speeder lot. "The only thing I see from here is jungle." 


"Mostly because of their reputation," Jintar explained. "Clan Rook is 
notorious for being, well, notorious. If it's illegal on a civilized 
world, one of their people is probably involved in it." 


"So how do we get to where they are? Don't tell me we have to walk 
through the jungle," Willow questioned, trying to pull the fabric of 
her shirt away from her body. 


"No," Tracyn laughed as she led them to a small clearing next to the 
station. "Between the five-meter long fanned rawls and the packs of 
jaggalors that roam the forest, any hike would be suicide." 


"Speeders?" Doran asked. 


Tracyn laughed again as she unclipped her helmet from her belt and 
put it on. "Not if you want to crash into a tree at several dozen kph. 

This is Empress Gedyc, commence drop of requested asset using my 

location." 


"Tracyn," Dinua said flatly. "This is Manda'yaim. Don't tell me you're 
delivering Kyr'tsad resources through the Protectorate defense 
network." 


"Don't worry, my people are using Protectorate IFF transponders. 
Unless the patrols actually know ahead of time that the heavy 
transport isn't actually one of theirs, it looks completely legitimate." 


"Heavy transport? What are you dropping?" Doran nearly leaped 
out of his shoes when a single, towering drop-container landed with 
a ground-shaking thud directly in front of them. As it was, he lost 
his footing and ending up on his backside. 


Dinua and Jintar weren't as undignified in their surprise, but 
definitely uttered a string of curses and insults directed towards 
Kyr'tsad and Tracyn's ancestry as they staggered backwards. For her 
part, Willow just stared wide-eyed at the giant, cylindrical 
container, her mouth moving silently. 


Tracyn smirked at the reactions of her friends and pressed a button 
on her left gauntlet. The walls of the container fell away to reveal 
their contents. "Ta da!" 


"A walker!?" Doran rasped from his position on the ground. 


Jintar likewise indignant, but for a different reason "And what was 
with that drop? You nearly squashed us with that AT-ST!" 


"That's not the important part," Dinua said in disbelief. "How'd a 
faction of Kyr'tsad come into possession of an Imperial walker?" 


Doran felt like facepalming due to the priorities of his friends, but 
listened to Tracyn's explanation. "Remember when you visited my 
home base? I told you before that we were doing business with the 
Remnant. Some of the Moffs wanted to hedge their bets too. In the 
event that Kyr'tsad comes out on top, they'd have our gratitude and 
support. My people modified this one to seat four with a top-side 
gunner position giving it a capacity of five. The two back seats 
control the heavy laser cannons you see mounted on the sides, and 
the pilot can control the plasma-mortar launcher on the back." 


"So they just sold you a walker?" 
"Who said they only us one?" Tracyn said with a sly grin. 


Both Dinua and Jintar were left gobsmacked by that as Tracyn by 
all rights sauntered to the walker. 


"Do you know where we're going?" Willow asked, following the 
Death Watch leader. 


"Mhm. I visited their place earlier in the year," Tracyn glanced 
pointed at Doran. "It was that big lug's fault by the way." 


"What...oh, right. The time he faked his death to fool Clan Rook 
into letting their guard down and ended up freaking you out at the 
same time." 


"He tell you about that?" 


Just as she was about to answer, Willow saw Dinua pass her and 
begin to climb up onto the walker. The younger girl smirked 
impishly and pitched her voice so the older teen would hear her 
every word. "We spent the first couple of days in close quarters, 
sharing stories and other things of a more delicate nature." 


"Oh?" Tracyn tilted her head questioningly. 


"If you know what you're doing, the Force allows its users to bond 
on a fairly intimate level," Willow said airly. "And Doran definitely 
knows what to do with what he has." 


"Dikut," Dinua said through a clenched jaw, having halted her 
ascent. 


"Dinua?" 


Her smile was positively murderous as she looked back down at 
him. "You'll be with Skirata and me in that passenger area. We'll let 
Gedyc and the dar'manda have the front seats." 


"0... kay?" 


"Hey, what'd you call me dar'manda for? I know what that means!" 
Willow squawked in protest. 


"If you know what it means, I'm sure you can use your Jedi 
intuition to figure it out," Dinua replied her voice sickeningly sweet 
as she joined Willow atop the walker. Sensing what was happening, 
Tracyn beat a hasty retreat into it. 


"I know who I am." 


"Do you? You better get inside the walker, dar‘manda. Those not 
used to the strength of Manda'yaim's climate often underestimate it 
to their own peril. Especially if they're delicate in body or just plain 
ignorant. You know, like a Jedi might be." 


"After you, Dinua. The heat seems to be getting the best of you. 
You're becoming delusional." 


Doran and Jintar shared nervous looks as the two girls smiled at 
each other from opposite sides of the hatch. There was nothing 
friendly about said smile, and their gazes could have burned apart 
anything caught between them. 


"I'm thinking walking might be safer," Jintar muttered under his 
breath. "The heat isn't all that bad and the weather's nice." 


"Agreed," Doran quickly followed Jintar by hopping off the walker's 
folded leg and back to the ground. "We were sitting down for a 
while in the train. Us tall guys need to stretch our legs and all that." 


"Skirata." 

"Doran." 

"Get inside the walker." Both girls finished in unison. 
"Yes, ma'am," both boys said as one. 


They all squeezed into the walker, with Doran somehow being the 
one that had to stand in the well of the topside turret. Despite that, 
he found he didn't mind. The walker rose to its full height and 
Doran was treated to a magnificent view of the entire valley below. 


The verdant jungle between the two sloping cliffs of reddish-brown 
rock just had a wild and untamed feel about it. The many lives it 
contained within resonated loudly in the Force, unspoiled by the 
vast cities that were found on most civilized worlds. The flora 
stretched out for as far as Doran could see, avian-like critters 
occasionally flying from one treetop to another. It was one of the 
last things Doran expected to see on a world like Mandalore. 
Especially after seeing Keldabe and the Kyrimorut. 


"Even in the walker, the trip is going to be another couple of hours," 
Tracyn called out from the pilot's seat. She set the walker in motion, 
and it began to descend the rocky path into the jungle. "Hairless 
Baby Wookie One, there are a couple of cat-like predators that 
might jump down from the upper branches. You can do your Jedi 
thing if you don't want to kill them, but that dual laser cannon in 
front of you can work just as well. It's designed for blasting 
starfighters, so you shouldn't have any issue vaping them." 


"Right. I'll just use the Force to keep them at a distance then. 
Willow, mind linking up with me? If we can keep the wildlife from 
thinking we're food, we don't have to blast anything." 


"Not a problem," Willow replied, looking over her shoulder at him 
with a smile. "It's a good thing we had all that practice linking up. 
Even if the trip is an hour or two, we should be able to maintain the 
field the entire time." 


Doran felt Dinua's annoyance once again spike and looked 
pleadingly at Willow as she established their meld. Do you have to 
antagonize her? 


Hey, at least she's no longer thinking about Clan Rook and what Overd 
did to her. Willow sent back, casually turning back around and 
sitting in her chair. Before she had all that destructive energy aimed at 
herself. Now it's aimed at someone who can take it. Didn't you tell me 
that a Mando's worse enemy is themselves? 


Doran held the grips of the turret and forced himself to gaze about 
the greenery they were passing through. Even then. You might want 
to stay out of her head. I kind of gave her a crash-course in resisting 
mental intrusions when she was recovering from Overd. It went hand-in- 
hand with rebuilding her mental fortitude. 


I only looked at the surface stuff. Besides, even a youngling could sense 
the emotions she was leaking. There's a fine line between suffering in 
silence because you can take it and suffering in silence because you're 
stupid. 


Dinua swatted Doran's leg. "Stop talking about me when I'm sitting 
right here, Di'kut." 


"What? How'd you know Willow and I were..." Doran groaned and 
let his head lightly thunk against the turret. "You guessed." 


"It was pretty obvious," Jintar said sympathetically. "No offense to 
you and Willow, but when the two of you are together, you talk...a 
lot." 


"That and you two went silent after forming whatever Jedi meld 
you were talking about," Tracyn added lightly. 


"But how'd you know we were talking about Dinua?" Doran asked. 


"Who else would you need to talk to Willow about in complete 
privacy?" Jintar answered. 


"So I'll repeat myself. Stop talking about me when I'm right here, 
Dikut," Dinua grumbled, staring out the port window with her arms 


folded in front of her chest. "I'm fine. I'm a Mandalorian, no matter 
the challenge, I will overcome it." 


Willow studied the older teen for a moment, before shrugging. 
"Alright. If you say so. I'll just talk to Doran about other things then. 
Don't mind us." 


"Hasn't anyone told you to never poke a sleeping mythosaur?" 
Tracyn laughed. 


"Aren't mythosaurs those giant lizard things that looked terrifying 
but were driven to extinction by the Taungs?" 


"They are the emblem the Mandalorian Protectorate uses," Tracyn 
nodded. 


"But the mythosaurs were killed off by just swords and axes wielded 
by guys in loincloths. That doesn't really say much for the 
Protectorate then." Willow delivered the line with the utmost of 
innocence. 


As both Dinua and Jintar voiced their umbrage and Tracyn declared 
Willow to be her new little sister, Doran just sagged back in the 
turret and groaned. The next couple of hours were definitely going 
to be very long ones. 


FtF II FtF 


Doran didn't know what to expect Clan Rook's homestead to look 
like. Clan Skirata was a hole in the ground at the edge of a densely 
wooded forest. The Mandalorians of Keldabe lived in houses and 
apartments made up of various materials in a bustling city. The 
ones in Sundari, Doran was told, lived in a modern, techno-world 
beneath a metal bubble. Given how the last two hours had been 
spent tromping through a flourishing jungle full of all sorts of flora 
and fauna, Doran half expected the members of Clan Rook to live in 
a Mandalorian treehouse. 


What Doran didn't expect was a small village of thatched-roofed, 
mud-brick huts on either side of a winding river. The buildings 
closest to the river all had water-wheels that steadily rotated in the 
current. The banks of the river were reinforced with earthen and 
wood walls, irrigation channels branching off on both sides of the 
river. The two sides themselves were connected by a series of 
arching stone and wood bridges. The males present were all 
shirtless and tanned, all hard at work at one task or another. 


Working alongside them were the females, their own attire 
minimalistic in the oppressive muggy heat of the jungle. There was 
a multitude of races present; human, Twi'lek, Zabrak, Duros, and 
more. 


What stood out was that there were barely any signs of advanced 
technology at all. No speeders were visible, or blasters, or even 
electric generators. In fact, the armed individuals Doran could see 
wielded metal spears and swords, or bow-and-arrows. After the 
glitzy, tech-filled cities, or gritty backwaters that Doran was used to 
seeing, it felt like he had just stepped right onto the set of some 
period-piece holo-drama. 


The arrival of his group via a towering AT-ST certain attracted all 
sorts of attention. The walker itself stopped just outside a wooden 
palisade, the two guards manning a guardtower not showing even a 
hint of intimidation. The rest of what Doran could only call a 
village began to gather, doing the exact opposite of what people 
facing an Imperial walker would normally do. 


"Welcome to our village," the guard in the tower called out. "Mine 
disembarking from your walker, strangers?" 


Tracyn lowered the walker into its inactive stance, and the group of 
teens did as directed. Dinua was the last to emerge, and when she 
did, it was obvious she was immediately recognized. The tower 
guards immediately clasped a fist to their chests, while the rest of 
the crowd snapped to attention. 


"Clan Leader, apologies, we did not know you were coming," the 
tower guard said professionally. 


"I did not want anyone to know," Dinua replied neutrally. "At ease. 
I'm here to talk with Beroya Rook." 


The tower guard hesitated for a minute. "Clan Leader, I regret to 
inform you that Beroya Rook was killed by hu'tuune kyramude last 
week. He had gone to Keldabe for a meeting and his vehicle had 
been bombed." 


Dinua took the news in without emotion. "Then who has been in 
charge of the Clan in his stead?" 


"Beroya Rook's eldest children, Clan Leader," the tower guard 
answered. "Nauur and Balac Rook." 


"Joint leadership?" 


The guard looked uncomfortable. "They are of different mothers. To 
keep the peace, they both agreed to share power." 


"Has peace been kept?" 


If possible, the guard looked even more awkward. "They are of 
different beliefs regarding the clan's future." 


"Then lead me to them," Dinua directed. "The rest of you can 
continue about your business." 


The guard was replaced by another as he led the quintet of teens 
through the village. 


"The beliefs they hold, how are they different?" Dinua asked mildly. 


After a moment of ordering his words, the guard answered. "Balac 
believes that Clan Rook is superior to many of the current leading 
clans and that we should not settle for anything less than a ruling 
seat on the Tsad Droten. Nauur is more like her father and believes 
that we should continue as we are, remaining humble and adhering 
to the Way." 


"And is the clan leaning towards one direction or the other?" 


"Speaking honestly, Clan Leader, the clan is divided. Most of the 
younger generation follow Balac, with some of the older 
Mandalorians likewise voicing their support for his position. The 
opposite is true for Nauur, who has a majority of support from the 
older generation and a smattering of support from those closer to 
her age. At the moment, the clan is adhering to the terms you set on 
Gargon. But that was when Beroya was in power. It is uncertain if 
the arrangement will hold if one faction or the other gains full 
control." 


The group was led to a single-story mud building several dozen 
meters long. Making the Mandalorian teens very unhappy, they 
were told to relinquish their weapons before they were allowed 
entry. A curtain of wooden beads acted as the building's door. 
Passing through the threshold, however, the teens were surprised to 
feel the familiar tingle of a mag-con field. Inside was pleasantly 
cooler than the outside, much more high-tech than the outside as 
well. The walls were metal, the lights were electrical, and the 
environment was controlled. Doran had to look back outside at the 


village for a moment to make sure he hadn't imagined anything. 


For once he was glad that there was another Jedi with the group, 
because he could likewise sense Willow's bewilderment from the 
bond they had established. 


"Yeah, so every Mandalorian clan is different," Doran muttered in a 
low voice, trying his best to sound like he hadn't been caught off 
guard. "Some are more...out there than others." 


"You had to deal with this for the entire year?" 
"This is mild compared to some of the stuff I've told you about." 


They fell silent as they were directed into a room with a long 
rectangular table. Wooden chairs were arranged on one side of the 
table, facing two throne-like chairs on a raised pedestal. A side door 
on either side of the room hissed open and an individual came 
through each. The first individual was probably in her thirties, or 
older, but in very good shape. Her hawk-like gaze swept over the 
group as she made her way to one of the thrones with predatory 
grace. 


When Doran looked to the other individual, however, it was as if 
time had slowed down. Dinua saw the second arrival at the same 
time he did, and when she did, she immediately reached for her 
empty holster. Her hand coming up empty, she vaulted over the 
table. She would have given the Rook leader a broken jaw, and got 
the rest of the group gunned downed by the guards in the room, if 
Doran hadn't literally Force-yanked her into his arms 


"Doran!" Dinua's eyes were wide and wild as she struggled to break 
free of his grip. "He's..." 


"Shhh...Dinua. It's not him," Doran simply murmured. But there was 
nothing simple about it. The second leader of Clan Rook was the 
spitting image of Overd Rook, straight down to his gait, hair style, 
and mannerisms. The only difference was that Balac Rook was 
slightly more rotund than Overd. "Probably a twin brother or 
something like that." 


Now that the difference in appearance was registering, Dinua 
sagged back against Doran, still breathing heavily. "Twin brother." 


"Apologies, Clan Leader," Balac said almost lazily, not sounding 
apologetic at all. He gestured to the guards to stand down and then 


finished his trip to his chair, lounging in it as if he didn't have a 
care in the world. "I hadn't realized that the inconvenience you 
faced earlier this year would still bother you. I can definitely see 
why you caught my brother's eyes though. You definitely have the 
sort of mandokar he was into." 


"Hey, copaani mirshmure'cye, vod?" Jintar practically growled, his 
voice an octave deeper than usual. "You're just lucky I don't have 
my blaster right now." 


"Dinua, if you want, I can call in an orbital strike," Tracyn said with 
the same amount of hostility. Her cybernetic red eye glowed bright 
and her blue eye showed no hint of warmth. "Maybe raze half the 
village? If this guy represents half the clan, it's within your right to 
wipe them off the face of this planet." 


"Now, now," Balac said with a casual smile. "There's no need...." 


He trailed off and went completely pale. Jintar, Willow, and Tracyn 
blinked in confusion and looked to Doran for answers. Only to see 
his normally kind face completely emotionless, his eyes flinty and 
focused on the clan leader. Dinua, who had looked up from his 
chest at the silence, saw the change. 


"Doran?" She said softly, looking back and forth between Balac and 
Doran. 


Balac was visibly trembling in his seat, his mouth opening in a 
silent scream as sweat beaded on his forehead. His counterpart on 
the other throne looked on almost fearfully. 


"Doran," Dinua repeated. But Doran's focus didn't change. 


A trickle of blood started to drip from one of Balac's nostrils, the 
man sliding out of the throne. An oppressive aura seeped out and 
filled the air, causing the nearby guards to shift uneasily and take 
several steps back. 


Seeing this, Dinua extracted herself from Doran's arms and 
immediately stood in front of him, breaking his field of vision. Still, 
Balac continued to suffer, gripping his head and moaning in terror. 
She gripped Doran's face and headbutted him hard, the force 
knocking him backwards and causing the chair to topple over. The 
aura immediately vanished. 


"Ow! What the heck, Dinua?" Doran blurted, looking stunned. 


"Like you said, it's not him." Dinua rubbed her forehead ruefully. 
She crouched down to his eye-level. "He might be every bit a 
utreekov as the one stricken from the records, but it's not him." 


Almost as if it had just dawned on him, Doran looked frantically 
towards Balac. The man was completely pale, and when he swatted 
away attempts to help him stand, fell back down onto his backside. 
Balac gripped the armrests of the throne and pulled himself into it. 
He reached up to wipe his nose, and when it came away red, he 
turned towards Doran manically. 


"What are you waiting for? Shoot the Jedi!" Balac yelled at the 
guards, on the verge of hyperventilating. 


"Stand down," Nauur Rook countermanded immediately. 
"Nauur!" 


"That Jedi is part of our Clan Leader's aliit. We'd be declaring 
ourselves darmanda for doing something as cowardly as assaulting 
our clan leader's family," Nauur said with disdain. "Your big mouth 
brought that upon you. If you've forgotten, the only reason why 
we're allowed to be on this planet is because of her." 


"Chekar had the right idea when he left the clan," Balac hissed 
bitterly. "It's become weak and stupid." 


"Yes, your side of the family is definitely filling up our quota for 
stupid," Nauur said with a fake smile. "Now let us see what has 
brought the Clan Leader over to our homestead." 


Dinua and Doran had taken their seats again, with Doran steadfastly 
refusing to meet the gazes of the rest of his friends. A part of him 
felt embarrassed for what he had just done, and a small part of him 
felt a little frightened. Once again, the Mandalorian mentality of 
defending friends and family at all cost overrode his Jedi moral 
code. It was something that had become almost reflexive towards 
the latter half of his stay with the Mandos. Having refrained for the 
most part from using the Force as a crutch for most the year, and 
then suddenly using it again because of the Force-bond he had 
established, had his thoughts bouncing all over the place. He 
recalled Dinua telling him that he wasn't a Mandalorian. But he also 
had told her he wasn't really a Jedi either. Had he just been fooling 
himself? He tuned out Dinua's voice as she explained their situation, 
choosing instead to rest his hands on the table and stare at them. 
He didn't know why, and he'd hate to leave all the friends he had 


made, but he was starting to look forward to that day he left Mando 
space for good. 


FtF III FtF 


As the sun started to set, Doran threw another smooth round pebble 
across the water of the lake and watched it skip across the surface. 
The lake itself was a small hike away from the homestead and was 
one of several sources for the river that flowed through it. After the 
meeting, the group had been invited to stay at the homestead while 
their concerns were investigated. 


Chekar Rook, a half-brother to Nauur and Balac, had been exiled 
from the clan by his father after the incident on Gargon. It was 
rumored that Chekar had joined the Bane Consortium, and that 
Chekar might still have had connections to the clan unbeknownst to 
Beroya. It was not unheard of for a member of the clan to join the 
Bane Consortium, however. Certain groups within the Consortium 
prided themselves on having 'Mandalorian muscle,' and paid very 
well for the services of the clan-members. Chekar was just the first 
of the clan to join after being kicked out of said clan. After being 
exiled, it was said that he had joined up with a 'chaavla' group of 
individuals who existed in the shadows of Mandalorian society. 
Given that chaavla meant 'rough' and that the Mandalorians had 
their own category for that type of 'rough,' Doran could only 
imagine the type of people Chekar had fallen in with. 


Jintar and Tracyn had initially indicated their desire to return to 
the city and await word there, but Dinua decided to stay with the 
clan she was technically in charge of. Of course, with her staying, 
the others decided to stay too. Not that they were going to trust 
Rook one bit. Instead, the quintet had asked for and received 
camping supplies. After asking around, they decided to choose the 
lake, and were now bivouacked out by its shore. 


"Here," Dinua handed Doran a grilled fish on a stick. 


"Thanks," Doran absently took it, continuing to stare out across the 
body of water. 


"Back then. That was Force Fear?" Dinua asked. She took a seat on a 
flat stone nearby and pulled her legs up to her chest. "The 
dar'manda explained it to me. Said it's a technique darjetii use to 
incapacitate their opponents." 


"Picked it up in my travels," Doran confirmed, his hand tightening 


around the skewer. His stomach churned as he recalled his mental 
attack. It wasn't like she had brought up anything new. He had been 
brooding since the meeting. He looked back to the camp and saw 
both Tracyn and Jintar play-sparring with Willow. He was glad that 
the younger Force-user was otherwise occupied. He wasn't making a 
good teacher at the moment. "Mandos are supposedly fearless, hard- 
headed. He wasn't any different. I couldn't use his dark moments, so 
I basically recreated a memory of what you went through, only with 
him in your place." 


Dinua's eyebrows shot up. "Oh." 

"Sorry," Doran murmured. 

"What for?" Dinua rested her chin on the tops of her knees. 

"Not letting you hit him," Doran chuckled mirthlessly. He sat 
crosslegged on the ground. "Would have saved the both of us some 


grief." 


"Dikut," the fondness in Dinua's voice mixed with a touch of humor. 
"You're the one who attacked him, why do you feel any grief at all?" 


"I used a dark Jedi power." 

"You said it yourself, you're not exactly a Jedi." 
"But I try to stay on the right side of the Force." 
"Which side is that?" 


"The one that doesn't involve using my powers to beat up idiots," 
Doran cocked his head at her in slight annoyance. "The Force isn't 
meant to be used to inflict pain. It'd be like you having a blaster 
and kneecapping someone who annoyed you just because you 
could. Sure you can do it, but it's not who you are." 


"You fear the other side of the Force, the dark side." Dinua stated 
without any ill-meaning. 


"Only an idiot doesn't," Doran sighed, turning back away from her. 
"Unlike you kneecapping someone, if you use the Force to 
dominate, oppress, hurt, it shows. Your eyes get yellow or red, your 
skin gets extra pale or develops dark black veins, and you have an 
instinctive aura of...evil." 


"Jedi don't have the monopoly on evil, Dikut," Dinua said in turn. 
"Balac's twin is an example of that." 


"I know that," Doran exhaled slowly. "Look, before I came to 
Gargon, I'll admit that I was a dar'manda. I thought of myself as a 
Jedi because that's what my mom is. I learned Jedi lessons and 
skills, did the Jedi thing in situations, and otherwise accepted that I 
was going to be a Jedi when I got older. When I came to Gargon, 
you challenged me to live without the Force. It was hard, annoying, 
and the reason why was because as a Jedi, the Force was all I had. 
So without it, I had to pick up a whole new identity. A whole new 
set of skills. Mandalorian skils and lessons. Mandalorian values. 
Learning to do the Mandalorian thing in situations." 


"And like you said, you aren't really a Mando either." 


"Yeah. But because of those lessons. Lessons that definitely make 
sense and will help me live outside of the sheltered bubble we Jedi 
tend to find ourselves in, I'm not really a Jedi. But being ‘Doran’... 
it's not easy being 'Doran' either. Jedi and Mandalorians have 
fought off and on throughout the ages. They just have too different 
a perspective and belief on how they should live their lives. Being 
Doran means that I now have to decide, do I respond like a 
Mandalorian in a situation, like a Jedi, like both? That 'Doran' back 
there was me responding to a situation like both. Using Jedi powers 
in a way you Mandos would approve. For a Mando, you're taught to 
use every weapon at your disposal to neutralize an enemy as 
quickly and efficiently as possible. For a Jedi, if you let your closest 
friends suffer or be hurt when you could have stopped it, you're a 
failure." 


"You combined the two and ended up using a dar‘etii technique." 


"That about sums it up." Doran leaned back on the palms of his 
hands to stare up at the starry sky. "I did the one thing that would 
have gotten disproval from both Jedi and Mandos. I used a dark, 
Force technique. The real kicker is that I didn't even have to do it. 
All Balac was doing was running his mouth. Hardly a life or death 
moment." 


Dinua was silent for a long while, and when she did speak, her 
voice wasn't as strong as Doran had expected it to be. "Back when 
we had that sparring match. When you had me pinned, I saw 
something in your eyes...something that wasn't you. Or maybe it 
was and I never bothered to see it before. We Mando'ade have this 
drive to survive, to surpass our limits at the expense of ourselves. 


Gedyc over there embodies that perfectly. I never expected to see 
that in you." 


"A drive to survive? I don't want to die as much as the next 
mentally stable person." 


"How many times have you had prolonged stays in a bacta tank this 
year?" Dinua said dryly. "Jedi have a distinct lack of self- 
preservation instincts, and you embodied that perfectly too." 


"So what? I suddenly became afraid of losing my life?" Doran side- 
armed another rock across the lake's surface. 


"No," Dinua's voice was almost a whisper. "I think you suddenly 
became afraid of being the only one left." 


Doran's arm stopped mid-motion and he lowered the rock he was 
about to throw. He shook his head, but didn't meet her eyes. "You, 
Jintar, even Tracyn probably have a better chance of surviving this 
war than I do." 


"When my mom died, I was alone," Dinua ignored his comment and 
turned her own gaze to the stars. "Alone and scared. If this war 
could take out the strongest woman I'd ever known, what chance 
did I have? What chance did any of us have? I went nearly a full 
year and a half thinking that way. I had to become or'ramikad if I 
wanted to have even the slightest chance of surviving. Of making 
sure that I was strong enough to keep anyone else I cared for from 
dying. Until I was that strong, I couldn't afford friends. Barely 
acknowledged my fathers. Then you came to Gargon and messed it 
all up." 


Doran closed his eyes and half-smiled. "Sorry." 


"When you bested me in the fighting circle, I think you realized that 
you were far more skilled than you thought you were. That you 
matched, or even surpassed Jintar and myself. Gedyc too. You had 
me tap out because I think that idea frightened you. You still 
considered yourself a weak, quasi-Jedi, quasi-Mando Di‘kut who was 
just trying to learn all he could to survive the war. But if you were 
weak and bested me and Jintar, what did that make us? You know 
that when the war picks up, Jintar and I will probably be on the 
frontlines. Unless things go really poorly, or good for that matter, 
you'll probably be lightyears from the frontlines. Just like I'm 
worried about who'll have your back when you leave, you're 


! " 


worried about who will have Jintar and mine's. 


Doran didn't respond, realizing that she had hit at the heart of his 
problem. This was the longest he had stayed in one place. Traveling 
around the galaxy with his mom was great and all—he doubted no 
one else had seen all the sights and visited all the places his mom 
had taken him to—but it sometimes got lonely. Sure he made 
friends on his many adventures and misadventures; had a couple 
back at Yavin. But this was the first time he had made real 
friendships that he could see lasting years. Was the first time he 
actually felt some semblance of family outside of his mom and dad. 
The Mandalorians were right, in that regards. It doesn't matter what 
blood flows in your veins, all you need for family are the people 
you surround yourself with. 


He had a little less than four weeks left of his stay with the 
Mandalorians. Less than twenty days. Soon everything he had done 
with Jintar, Dinua, and Tracyn would become just a memory. 
Would be just another story he'd tell Sannah and the younger Jedi 
on Yavin. And he'd go on, as Dinua said, zooming about the galaxy. 
Always wondering if Dinua and Jintar and the others he had met 
were still alive. Always wondering if there was something he could 
have done to make those friendships he had made something more 
than a memory. 


For the first time ever, Doran realized that he didn't want to move 
on. Didn't want to go fluttering from one planet to the next in 
search of dusty holocrons and long-lost wisdom. Sure the Mando 
philosophy was giving his Force abilities a darker bent, but who 
cared? From Tracyn's happy-go-lucky attitude, to Jintar's wry 
sarcasm, and Dinua's biting wit, Doran suddenly wanted to stay 
right where he was. It was absurdly stupid, he knew that. At the 
same time, why shouldn't he stay with the first real friends he had 
ever had in his young life? Why did the galaxy, the war, the Force, 
have to move him along just when he found a place he belonged? It 
wasn't fair. 


The next stone Doran threw was Force-assisted, and zipped far out 
of sight, a distant splash signifying its end-journey. 


"Then what do I do?" 


"Dikut," Dinua said with a fond smile. "The same thing I tell you to 
do every time you start becoming a whiny Jedi. K'atini." 


Doran couldn't help but laugh at that. "Is that how all you Mandos 
handle your emotional baggage?" 


"That's how we handle our physical ones. If it's emotional, we find 
the cause and blast it," Dinua said dryly. "Works every time." 


"At the moment, you, Jintar, and Tracyn are the cause of my 
emotional baggage. I thinking blasting the cause will only make me 
feel worse." 


"The things threatening us are the cause," Dinua corrected. "Help us 
blast them while you're here. Then trust us to blast them while 
you're gone. Just like you promised me to survive out there when 
you leave, I swear to you to overcome any challenge that comes my 
way. If the galaxy then permits it, we'll see each other again in the 
future." 


"Promise?" Doran whispered, unable to look away from her any 
further. He met her eyes, willing her to see his deepest fears and do 
something about them. 


Dinua uncurled herself from the rock she had been on and made her 
way over to his seated figure. She wrapped her arms around his 
head and pulled him into her. "I promise, ori'vod." 


FtF IV FtF 


Using the Force to immediately get rid of his hangover, a shirtless 
Doran woke to find himself in a position many guys his age would 
have killed for. Curled up against one side of him was the short and 
cute Tracyn Gedyc. Using his other side as a pillow was the lithe 
beauty that was Dinua Jeban. The moment or two of panic as he 
tried to recall just how he had ended up in his current situation was 
enough to squelch any bodily reactions he had to having two 
shapely figures pressed against him. After all, both girls were 
Mandalorians who really knew how to use a vibroknife, and he 
really, really wanted to keep all his bits attached. 


The slight throbbing in his head helped him recall the previous 
evening. After his heart-to-heart with Dinua, the two had rejoined 
the rest of the group to try and strategize. Their meeting was 
interrupted when Clan Rook's Nauur personally delivered a hearty 
meal of freshly hunted water fowl and fish, along with two kegs of 
tihaar. She 'couldn't have the clan leader go hungry’ after all. To 
allay any suspicions, she and several members of Clan Rook even 
ate the food along with the group of teens. 


The after-meal drink had been the kicker. Nauur and her 
companions were fully grown and knew how to handle their liquor. 


Willow and Dinua had next to no experience with the strong 
Mandalorian alcoholic beverage. Tracyn was also a lightweight. 
And though Jintar was no stranger to spirits thanks to his uncles, 
and Doran had likewise had a few drinks thanks to his travels, the 
group had finished off one entire keg and made it half-way through 
the second. 


Willow was the first to nod off after only three cups, and Doran had 
carried her to the tent set up for the female members of the party. 
He returned to the campfire to discover that Dinua was an angry 
drunk and Tracyn a weepy one. Dinua was roundly cursing the 
Bane Consortium, Yuuzhan Vong, and whoever else she felt like 
cursing. Tracyn was crying silently, her gaze rooted to the dancing 
campfire. Jintar had been challenged to a drinking contest by one 
of the older Mandalorians and ended up passed out on the ground. 
With Doran staring bemusedly at everyone, Nauur and her 
contingent used that moment to excuse themselves back to the 
village. 


Too buzzed to use the Force, Doran left Jintar where he was and 
moved to help a swaying Dinua back to the tent. It was at that 
moment Tracyn latched herself to Doran's side and burst into even 
more tears. She was repeatedly whispering 'I'm sorry' 'l'm sorry' over 
and over again, adding to Doran's headache. They trio ended up 
collapsing into the nearest tent, though Doran still couldn't recall 
how they had all ended up in their underclothes. 


"My head," Tracyn groaned, stirring. She froze when she realized 
that she was pressed up against someone, and Doran was alarmed 
at the storm of emotions and thoughts that suddenly went through 
her. Most of them were very dark in nature. Before he could say 
anything, however, Tracyn seemed to recognize him. "Doran?" 


"Yeah?" 


At his response, some of the tension drained from her as she 
exhaled a long, slow breath. "We're sharing a bed, aren't we?" 


"Yeah?" Doran wasn't sure if confirming the situation was good for 
his health. 


"Did we...do anything?" 
"No. If we did, then Dinua was a part of it too, and I'll probably die 


from not being able to remember a single moment of it." Doran 
immediately snapped his mouth shut. Fortunately for him, Tracyn 


seemed too out of it to register anything after his first few word. 


"Jeban?" Tracyn weakly lifted her head and saw the slumbering 
dark-haired teen on Doran's other side. "Oh." 


"We should probably go down to the Rook village to see if they 
have any news." 


"How do you not feel like osik?" Tracyn said, disgruntled. 


"The Force, purged the toxins from the alcohol. Mom taught me that 
trick." 


Tracyn called him something not very nice in Mando'a, before 
pushing her head against his chest. "Do me too, then." 


"He better not be doing you, Gedyc," Dinua muttered, having 
obviously just regained consciousness and was only half-awake. She 
seemed to accept her situation a lot better than Tracyn, simply 
snuggling closer to Doran and whimpering from her own headache. 
"Dinua, we have to get ready," Doran said in amusement. 

"Don't wanna." 

"Clan Rook might have news for us." 

"I'm Clan Leader," Dinua muttered grumpily. "They can wait." 
Doran sighed and pressed his hand to Dinua's forehead and let the 
Force surround her. Despite him using the Force, he had a feeling 
she'd forgive him once he alleviated all the consequences a heavy 
night of drinking had left behind. 


"That feels nice," Dinua sighed, her furrowed forehead 
unscrunching. 


"Hey, how come you're doing her first?" Tracyn whined, before 
wincing at the sound of her own voice. 


"Is he really doing both of them at the same time?" A shocked- 
sounding Willow's voice filtered through the tent flap. 


"He is a Jedi. I thought the Force helped you guys with stamina and 
everything," Jintar answered back, a bit louder than was necessary. 


Dinua blindly groped around at her side, found her pants, 
unholstered her plasma pistol, and fired randomly at the entrance of 
the tent. The shrieking of the plasma pistol and the accompanying 
terrified yelp caused Tracyn to whimper in distress. 


"Doran," she groaned pitifully. 


Doran reached out with his other hand and proceeded to detoxify 
the suffering teen. "Don't expect this every time." 


"Remind me to keep a Jedi around when the Kyr'tsad go drinking," 
Tracyn smiled brightly, her eyes lighting up. She bent over, gave 
Doran a quick kiss on the cheek, before grabbing her gear and 
dressing. 


With Dinua and Tracyn casually dressing as if it was no big deal 
that there was a boy in the tent, Doran studiously concentrating on 
pulling on his own clothes. He repeatedly reminded himself that he 
appreciated all parts of his body attached and in one piece and that 
it wasn't worth a peak or two. The reminders seemed to do the trick 
and he managed to full clothe himself without any difficulty. 


"Think Clan Rook will try anything?" Doran asked, turning around. 


"Balac maybe," Tracyn shrugged, attaching her gauntlets to her arm- 
guards. "He knows he's not Jeban's favorite and that if we support 
Nauur, he'll lose out big time." 


"Not every clan is like a Kyr'tsad faction," Dinua disagreed. 


The three emerged from the tent, and where the two females didn't 
care about the looks Willow and Jintar were giving them, Doran's 
face was bright red. "Hi." 


Willow examined him with all the subtly of a Rancor. After a 
moment and a nod to herself, she smirked back at him. "Hi. Have a 
good night?" 


"Slept like a baby." 

"I knew you didn't do anything with them," Willow said 
triumphantly, spinning on Jintar with a growl. "You told me that he 
would have taken advantage of the situation, and I told you he 
wasn't like that." 


"I said a few of my uncles would take advantage of that. That any 


hot-blooded guy wouldn't be able to resist two willing babes when 
they've practically thrown themselves at him for..." Jintar started 
defensively. But then, seemingly realizing what he was saying, 
gulped comically at the expressions on Tracyn and Dinua's faces. 


"Skirata, I haven't sparred in a while," Tracyn said coolly. "Since 
Willow's obviously helped you get rid of your hangover. Let's see if 
you've improved any since Gargon. We'll fight until one of the other 
is unconscious." 


"I don't really have a choice in this matter, do I?" 


"Not unless you want to start singing a few octaves higher," Dinua 
answered. "Do your best. I'll be your opponent in the afternoon." 


"Doran, a little help," Jintar said pleadingly. 


Doran opened his mouth, then closed it at the arched eyebrows 
from Dinua and Tracyn. He rethought his next words and shrugged 
apologetically. "Sorry, Jintar. You're on your own." 


"I thought you Jedi were supposed to be defenders of the 
downtrodden. I'm about to be as downtrodden as a person can get!" 


"I don't see any Jedi here. Do you, Willow?" 
"Nope." 


"Come on," Tracyn grabbed one of Jintar's wrists and led him to the 
makeshift fighting ring that had been set up the previous afternoon. 
It was highly amusing to see Tracyn, who came up to Jintar's chest, 
barely, pull the much larger teen along. 


"So, what are we doing today?" Willow asked Doran and Dinua. 


"I want to learn more about the clan I'm supposed to be the leader 
of," Dinua said unexpectedly. "Doran and I will be visiting their 
village." 


A briefly flicker of his eyes was all that was needed to betray the 
fact that this was the first time Doran was hearing of this. Willow 
blinked. "Can I come with you guys? I don't want to interrupt 
Tracyn and Jintar's...sparring." 


A yelp in the background stemmed from Jintar getting his shin 
kicked by the boots of a pint-sized Mandalorian warrior. 


"Why do you have that expression on your face?" Doran questioned 
in confusion. 


"I heard that Mandalorian sparring was a replacement for foreplay," 
Willow said, blushing slightly. 


Dinua involuntarily glanced back over to Tracyn and Jintar, a small 
frown appearing on her face. "That's just a stereotype. Besides, 
Gedyc isn't Skirata's type." 


"He has a type?" 


"Non-homicidal terrorists," Dinua answered, still watching the 
match. "You forget that despite Gedyc's appearance, she's a cold- 
blooded murderer at heart. There's no way Skirata will fall for 
someone like her." 


"So...about me joining you guys to Rook's place?" 
"Why not," Doran shrugged. "Dinua?" 


"Fine," Dinua said curtly, looking away from Jintar and Tracyn. 
"Let's go." 


The trail back to the farmstead was clearly demarcated and nothing 
unexpected occurred. The hike occurred in complete silence, with a 
very awkward Doran standing between Willow and Dinua like a 
DMZ. It was only after they reached the overlook peering down on 
Rook farmstead that Dinua said anything. 


"No matter what happens, let me do the talking." 
"Dinua?" 


"When I spared them exile..." Dinua took a moment to breathe out 
slowly. "They're supposed to be our allies, right? But I can't help but 
feel they're just waiting for a chance to stab us in the back. I won't 
feel comfortable being clan leader until I can actually trust them. I 
spared them because of your Jedi philosophy, so let me handle it 
Mando'ade style." 


"The show's all yours. Want me to look like your intimidating, dumb 
muscle?" 


Dinua smirked. "That won't be hard for you, Di‘kut." 


"What about me?" Willow asked. 


"You haven't passed your verd'goten so you're still a kid." Dinua said 
dismissively. "Follow Doran's example and be silent." 


Dinua headed for the last few meters of trail and Willow stuck her 
tongue out at her. She then scowled at Doran. "How do you put up 
with her?" 


"She...grows on you," Doran said with a faint smile and a wry shake 
of his head. 


"Silent, dumb bodyguards," Dinua minded the two. 


Doran chuckled and gestured with his head. "Come on. I really want 
to see what she has planned." 


But of course, like all plans, their current one didn't even last the 
first few minutes in the village. 


FtF V FtF 


Most of the Mandalorians of Clan Rook were already awake by the 
time the trio passed through the wooden gate. Some were farming, 
some were sparring, but overall, nothing really stood out. Those 
who saw Dinua clasped a fist to their chest in greeting, but 
otherwise continued about their business. Everything looked about 
as normal as things could get. 


Which is why, of course, both Willow and Doran suddenly felt a 
chill through the Force. Glancing around the area, neither could see 
anything out of place. Nonetheless, the Force was telling them that 
something was off. 


"What is it?" Dinua muttered, seeing the frozen expressions of the 
two. 


"Something's wrong," Doran said in a low voice. 

Almost as if he had jinxed it, a cry of despair sounded from one of 
the larger mud-bricked buildings. Everyone's gaze was attracted by 
the cry. A blood-covered young teen came sprinting out of the 
building as if his backside was on fire. 


"Someone's killed Balac!" 


The following uproar was almost instantaneous as a crowd of 
Mandalorians, some in full armor, began to surge towards the 
building. Nauur Rook emerged from her own house along with a 
retinue of fully armored and armed bodyguards. She saw Dinua and 
the others. 


"Come with me, Clan Leader." 


Dinua nodded curtly, following Nauur without a word. They 
approached the quaking Rook teen and Nauur took charge. 


"You said Balac is dead?" 


"Y...yes," the teen swallowed. "He hadn't come out for the morning 
meal so I was bringing a tray of food. The lights were off in the 
room and when I stepped forward to place the tray down I tripped 
on his body." 


"Take us to the room." 


The teen nodded and led them back into the building, retracing a 
set of bloody footprints as he did. The smell of death lingered in the 
air. 


"Why is there so much blood?" Willow whispered, looking nauseous. 


"Good question," Nauur prompted the Mandalorian teen. "The 
blood?" 


"I didn't see much, only a lot of blood," the teen said uselessly. 


They reached Balac's room, the stench of blood became almost 
tangible. One of Nauur's bodyguards shined a light into the room, 
and they immediately saw Balac's body. Or what they presumed to 
be his body. Willow immediately turned away and puked up her 
breakfast. Dinua and Doran didn't look all that better. 


"Flechette at close range," Nauur said impassively. "That explains 
the blood." 


"He's been dead for a while," the bodyguard shining the light noted. 
"The blood's already thickened and the viscera has started to dry." 


"Judging by the liver temperature, he's been dead at least since last 
evening's meal," another confirmed, withdrawing a device he had 
placed on Balac's body. 


"Please stop talking," Willow wheezed, squeezing her eyes shut. 


"That's impossible," the traumatized Mandalorian teen muttered. "I 
saw him just after midnight...he told me he was going to be 
sleeping in and to bring breakfast to him if he wasn't up yet." 


"Maybe the med-scanner is faulty?" Nauur looked to the device's 
user. 


Said user shook his head. "Calibrated it just the other day. It 
checked out. I don't know how this ad saw Balac, but the data 
doesn't lie." 


"I'm not lying!" The blood-soaked teen objected. 
"No one heard anything?" Dinua questioned. 


Nauur shook her head, looking around the room. "Both my room 
and Balac's rooms also double as meeting rooms for our respective 
factions. They're soundproof and equipped with anti-surveillance 
tech. It's to prevent details from any meetings from leaking out." 


"Then the killer has to be familiar to Clan Rook and Balac in 
particular." 


"There are four bottles of beer here. The good stuff too," Nauur 
motioned to a low table by a leather couch. "Balac wouldn't have 
been drinking these by himself. Not unless he was really, really ina 
celebratory way." 


"So he knew his killer. Chekar?" Dinua posited without emotion. 


"He and Chekar are allied," Nauur shot the idea down immediately. 
"Likeminded bucketheads the both of them." 


Before they could investigate further, an enraged voice sounded 
from the entrance of the building. "What do you mean stay back? 
This disintegrator says that you're the one that should stay back. 
Unless you stand aside now, the only thing that'll be left standing of 
your miserable corpse will be your boots." 


"Balac's number two, Sytac Spar," Nauur said in a low voice. "Like 
Balac, all muscle and no brain. One heck of a soldier though.." 


"Spar? Not Rook?" 


"Clan Rook is made up of several smaller clans. It's a long story, I'll 
tell you about it later," Nauur said out of the side of her mouth. 


An imposing red-skinned Zabrak, leading several other similarly- 
colored Zabraks pushed their way into the building only seconds 
later. 


The Zabrak male's eyes narrowed at the sight of the Rook leader. 
"Nauur, it figures you'd be the first one at the scene of the crime." 


"What are you implying?" Nauur asked icily. 


"Just that the one time you convince Balac to send my group out on 
a mission, he ends up dead. That's what." 


"Balac and I agreed that the Mandalorian Senate needed to know 
that..." 


"Enough! You think you can get away with murder, don't you?" 


"I was with our guests and the Clan Leader at the time this murder 
was taking place." 


"Clan Leader?" The muscular Zabrak turned his gaze towards where 
Nauur was gesturing. 


"Su'cuy, Sytac Spar," Dinua said coolly. 


Sytac snorted and looked to Nauur again. "What joke is this? This 
little girl is the one that got Balac's brother all worked up?" 


"I challenge you to a fight in the battle-circle," Dinua said without 
missing a beat. 


Sytac blinked. "What?" 

"You, against me? I'd break you with a single punch." 

"You're not worthy enough to face me," Dinua said with a derisive 
scoff. She patted the still silent Doran on the shoulder. "My 


bodyguard here is enough to beat you in ten moves or less." 


Doran's eyes widened and they darted to Dinua. She smiled at him 
that was half-amused, half-you-better-not-screw-this-up. 


"Ten moves or less?" Sytac repeated. 


"If he can't beat you in ten moves or less, you can be Clan Leader," 
Dinua said mildly. "If he can't beat you in five moves or less, you'll 
have the right to face me." 


"Very well," Sytac said. "I have your word?" 


"Unlike certain people, my word still means something," Dinua 
nodded. 


"What are you doing?" Nauur asked in surprise. 


"Don't worry, I have every confidence in my bodyguard," Dinua 
answered back smoothly. "Now, let's get this out of the way so we 
can come to the bottom of all this mess." 


"My thoughts exactly," Sytac harrumphed. 


Doran caught Dinua's eyes as everyone began to leave the building. 
What are you doing? 


Dinua casually tapped her head. 


Doran briefly reached out to read her surface thoughts. His jaw 
dropped at said thoughts. She didn't really care if he won or not. 
She never wanted the Clan Leader position anyway. In fact, she was 
all but telling him to throw the match. 


Why? 


Reading her thoughts again, Doran just shook his head and exhaled 
slowly. Her thoughts more or less were, It's good to know that a part 
of you is still the hopefully naive Di'kut that got plopped on Gargon at 
the start of the year. Nauur's visiting of our camp last night was not a 
coincidence. She was using us as an alibi. Given what happened 
yesterday, she knew we wouldn't shed a tear for Balac's death and more 
than likely had one of her people assassinate him. Wouldn't it be ironic 
if Balac's faction still came out ahead after all that? 


Dinua smirked at his expression and sympathetically patted his arm. 
Isn't Balac's faction the more extreme version of Rook? 


Worse comes to worse, I'll have Gedyc bombard this place from orbit. 
Dinua shrugged, seemingly without a care. 


But before the group had even reached the battle-circle area of the 


farmstead, a flash of light followed by a thunderous sound pulsed 
through the air. 


"Sniper!" One of Nauur's bodyguards yelled, immediately pulling the 
Rook heiress out of the street and behind a nearby storage shed. 
The others likewise scattered, save for a now headless Sytac. 


The sniper rifle barked again, and mud-brick wall one of Sytac's 
people had been using as cover exploded, painting the road behind 
it a spray of red. Another crackle and this time the bodyguard who 
had pulled Nauur to safety essentially burst into pieces as the sniper 
round pierced right through the building like a lightsaber through a 
flimsiplast door. A moment of tense silence followed, everyone still 
remaining behind wherever they had dived to. And then the retort 
of a fourth round being released echoed, the gun releasing said 
round had changed. The round actually ricocheted off the ground 
and slammed into another of Sytac's people in an impressive 
trickshot. 


Doran, who had flattened himself on the ground amid a field of 
chest-high grain, felt a warning echo through the Force. He swiftly 
rolled to the side as the next sniper round blew a small crater in the 
place he had just been in. And then he continued to roll every 
which way as round after round began to land around him. The 
sniper was just about to box him into a point of no-escape when a 
different roar sounded. The sniper fire stopped, but that was 
because whoever was firing was probably running for his or her life. 


The reason was the barrage of mortar shells launched from Tracyn's 
AT-ST. Said walker was tromping through the jungle towards the 
source of the sniper fire, its laser cannons shrieking and leveling 
whole swaths of trees in a barrage that was probably just as 
terrifying as the sniper attack. The shells landed in ground-shaking 
fashion, a green, mushroom-like cloud with equally green lightning 
crackling within erupting. Absolute silence followed, the jungle 
fauna frightened into quiet. 


The walker returned, and the hatch opened. Tracyn's head popped 
out and she glared down at Doran's prone position, arms folded in 
front of her. "I let you out of my sight for not even an hour and 
someone tries to kill you!" 


Doran shrugged helplessly. "Thanks for saving my life again?" 


A console inside the AT-ST beeped. Tracyn held up a finger. "One 
sec." She reached down and donned her helmet. "Yes. About time. 


Requesting orbital strike on the following coordinates. Tell the 
Protectors it's just a training run, hardening troops to orbital strikes 
and all that." 


Everyone stared blankly at the pint-sized Mandalorian teen. A few 
seconds later, a thick yellow beam of plasma energy crackled 
through the atmosphere and plowed into the ground some distance 
away. Tracyn removed her helmet and shook her hair free. She then 
smiled perkily at Doran. "Let that be a lesson for any dikutla hut'uun 
who dare scheme against our aliit." 


Doran, Willow, and Dinua all couldn't help but turn in Nauur's 
direction. The Mandalorian was currently covered in the blood of 
her bodyguard, but strangely didn't seem affected at all. 


"It's good you have such...well equipped...friends, Clan Leader," 
Nauur said, brushing off her clothing and standing. 


"Did you really have to vaporize the sniper?" Dinua asked Tracyn. 
"We could have captured and interrogated them." 


"If the sniper was stupid enough to stay when they saw my walker 
approach, they wouldn't have been that high up the chain of 
command. Besides, we already know the Bane Consortium is trying 
to kill the hairless baby Wookie." 


"Someone killed Balac last night," Dinua explained. "The sniper 
targeted his people too." 


"Well, it looks like you lucked out then, Nauur," Tracyn said 
casually, jetpacking down from the walker. "I'm going to guess that 
you can easily absorb the rest of his faction then." 


"With Sytac dead...yes, I suppose it would be possible." Nauur said 
emotionlessly. "With Sytac dead, his faction doesn't have any other 
charismatic leader. For the betterment of Clan Rook, they should 
agree that a united clan is better than a divided one. Of course it 
would help greatly if the Clan Leader makes some words to that 
regard as well. 


"Of course," Dinua said with matching monotone. 
"I merely mean to say that it'll be easier to utilize the resources at 


Clan Rook's disposal if we are not divided. The sooner that happens, 
the faster we can stop those assassins before they get lucky." 


"I understood perfectly." 


As this was going on, Willow edged over to Doran. "Is this how your 
adventures here normally feel?" 


"This is the first time someone actually wants to kill me, so it feels a 
little different." 


"Oh...good...I guess?" 


"Look on the bright side. After this, the rest of your time with the 
Mandalorians should be relatively boring." 


Willow nudged him with an elbow. "Are you trying to jinx it?" 
FtF VI FtF 


The longhouse was Clan Rook's official gathering spot. Currently the 
mood was tense. Despite Nauur's confidence in suppressing the rest 
of Balac's faction, the Mandalorians of Clan Rook were, well, 
Mandalorians. No one was allowed to suppress them without their 
say so. And currently, almost half the clan wasn't saying 'so'. Nauur 
wanted the divided clan united. The divided side had other ideas. 
Right now no one knew what to expect from the meeting. After all, 
it hadn't been Nauur who called it, but their 'Clan Leader’ who had 
'won' the clan a nearly a year earlier but had yet to actually lead the 
clan. 


Dinua had big shoes to fill, literally and figuratively. Beroya Rook, 
for all his faults, had been acknowledged as the clan's true leader by 
all. He had even had three wives and a half-dozen children. With 
Balac and Overd dead, Chekar exiled, and the two others killed 
when Tracyn's forces raided the farmstead, Nauur was the only one 
left. To make matters more complicated, said wives had been from 
three of the smaller clans that made up Clan Rook—Clans Rook, 
Sharratt, and Varad—with the marriages more or less political than 
emotional. With the heirs mostly all dead, these smaller clans had 
likewise divided their loyalties. Suffice to say, Clan Rook was about 
as unstable as it possibly could be and it fate rested on the words of 
a fifteen-year old Mandalorian. 


Dinua, in full Mandalorian armor, calmly stepped up onto the stage. 
She stood out in the darkened room by virtue of the fact that her 
armor had been repainted a gleaming white. She placed the helmet 
on a podium and fearlessly gazed out at the ranks of stoic faces. 


"I am Dinua Jeban. I personally have no fond feelings for this clan. 
But as your clan leader, it will reflect poorly on myself if this clan 
ends up as the garbage dump of Manda'yaim. So I am going to make 
this very simple. If you don't want to work with myself and Nauur 
Rook to make Clan Rook something you can be proud of, leave." 


Silence followed, but no one moved. 


"Then I will assume that all of you are proud to be a member of this 
clan and will do whatever you can to make it better. Balac and 
those who think like him saw this clan as stagnating, being 
trampled upon by the more prestigious clans. Nauur preaches 
tradition, adherence to the old custom and the way things are," 
Dinua paused again, her eyes darting over to where Doran and 
Willow were standing against the back wall of the room. "But, as in 
all things, balance is needed. This clan is divided, and in its 
division, everyone is being brought down. I don't care if you follow 
Nauur or followed Balac. All of you are members of Clan Rook. 
Without you, all of you, there is no Clan Rook. We will adhere to the 
traditions of Manda'yaim, follow Manda'lor and the Resol'nare. At the 
same time, we will also show the other clans that Clan Rook is 
made up of honorable Mandalorians who carry justice in their hearts 
and eliminate all who don't. My aliit and I are currently at war with 
forces that seek to bring down the leadership of this world. These 
forces are possibly allied to the Vongese and act to make our people 
weak. It will only be as a united clan, as a united people, that we 
can fight and win. I am willing to fight for this world, and if this 
clan proves worthy of it, for all of you as well. Will you stand with 
me?" 


Absolute silence followed. 


And then a small group stood, with fists clasped over their chests. 
"We fight with you, Clan Leader." 


Eyes darted to the group, and after another second, a few more 
people stood. "We will work with you to make Clan Rook greater 
than before." 


"We as well," a mixed-group of Zabrak and humans stood as one. 
"So long as you have Clan Rook's best interests at heart." 


"We are proud Mandalorians. Do not stray from the Way, and you 
have our support," a different group stood. 


By then, most of the room was standing. 


"Isn't peer pressure grand," Willow muttered to Doran as the few 
who were seated were looking left and right at the rest of the 
group. One by one, they began to stand as well. Though they were 
obviously on the fence about the whole thing, they were loathed to 
stand out even more. Especially since Dinua had already given them 
the opportunity to walk away. 


Dinua kept her face impassive as the whole clan now stood before 
her. Despite that, her eyes flicked over to Doran again, betraying 
the panic she was feeling. Doran gave her a small supportive smile 
and shrug in response. He was the last person to give advice in how 
to run a Mandalorian clan. 


"Very well," Dinua recovered. "Our first order of business is to have 
an official delegation recognized by the Mandalorian Senate at 
Sundari, as well as a representative of our clan among the 
Protectorate at Keldabe. For those interested, see Nauur and I will 
take her advice into mind when going over the candidates. I also 
want a full accounting of all the activities this clan is involved in by 
tomorrow morning. As for the threat to this world and to Mandalor, 
I want this clan on full war-footing. Our enemies are innumerable 
and threaten this whole galaxy. We will prove ourselves in the field 
of battle and show this planet that Clan Rook is truly a force to be 
reckoned with and those in it worthy of calling themselves 
Mandalorian. That is all." 


The room cleared out with everyone murmuring amongst 
themselves. Even Nauur studied Dinua for several long seconds, 
before politely inclining her head and leaving. It was only when 
everyone was gone that Dinua hopped off the stage and made a 
beeline for Doran. 


"Dikut. Front and center." 

"I didn't do anything!" 

"I, Dinua Jeban, do not give motivational speeches!" Dinua slugged 
him in the arm. "Jedi give speeches. Not Mandalorians! It's your 
fault I'm in charge of this clan in the first place!" 

"Ow, ow, ow! Why does that mean you get to hit me then!" 

"It's good you're going to be leaving this world," Dinua continued to 
punch the muscles on his arm, very obviously no longer achieving 


the same sort of results she had at the start of the year. "If any more 
of your Jedi-ness rubs off on me, I'm going to have to hang up my 


armor and change it for your Jedi bathrobes!" 

"Okay, okay! I'll stop rubbing off on you! Ow! What was that for?" 
"Did I tell you to stop rubbing off on me? I'm a soldier, not a leader! 
I can't lead this clan. I don't even have a clan because my mom's was 
wiped out and I have no idea who my blood-father is. Your Jedi- 
ness rubbing off on me is the only thing I can count on right now!" 


"Errrr...what are they talking about now? And why does it sound so 
dirty?" Willow whispered to Jintar and Tracyn. 


"Heck if I know," Jintar muttered back. "They've spent the entire 
year dancing around each other. If Doran was a real Mandalorian 
they'd probably already slept with each other and become engaged. 
But he's not, so I have no idea." 


"They're more than best friends but not quite boyfriend-girlfriend," 
Tracyn elaborated. "At least, as far as I know." 


"I heard that Dinua's father threatened Doran with a scattergun if 
Doran tried anything with her," Jintar added. "Even if he does grow 
a pair and act on those feelings, he won't have that pair for too long 
after." 


In the meantime, Dinua had finished venting and grimaced as she 
shook out her hands. "What do you have for muscles, beskar ore?" 


"Feel better?" Doran asked in bemusement. 

"Gedyc," Dinua exhaled slowly. 

"Yeah?" 

"You know how to lead a clan and all that, right?" 

"More or less." 

"I'm going to need your help." 

"Huh?" 

"You heard me," Dinua said through gritted teeth. "If I use only the 


stuff the Dikut taught me, the clan will revolt before tomorrow is 
over." 


"T'll help, but you do know the type of people I lead, right," Tracyn 
said carefully. "You want me to treat Rook the same way?" 


"T'll give you the troublemakers. Jintar, can you contact your clan 
and have them send someone down to help as well?" Dinua asked, 
turning to the other older teen. 


"Sure, Clan Skirata more or less started out like the Rooks are now 
anyway. It'll be like a distant family reunion." 


"They have to do things legally," Dinua said dryly. 

"Oh...in that case, I'll have my dad send someone more responsible 
to help. Maybe Auntie Scout can join up. It's been a while since 
she's left the Kyrimorut." 


"What about Ghes and Ram?" Doran asked, mentioning the two 
Mandalorians who had helped them out in adventures past. 


"I don't want to drag them into something this messy." 


"Tl let them know that this is entirely voluntary," Doran said in 
turn. "Do we look like we're in any position to turn away help?" 


Dinua worried her lower lip for a moment, then nodded. "Okay. But 
make sure Zerimar and Orade know that we're tangling with the 
Bane Consortium. Unlike us, they still have families that might be 
targeted in retribution." 


"Got it." 

"Dar'ma...Willow." 

The youngest of the group blinked in surprise. "Yes?" 

"I know your family's currently fighting off the Vongese over Lothal. 
But I also know they have their hands in several underworld 
markets. Do they have any contacts or people they might be able to 
recommend? Clan Rook isn't swimming in supplies and we're going 
to need all the weapons and armor we can get." 


"T'll ask," Willow said resolutely. "I'm sure they can do something to 
help out." 


"Thank you." 


Willow was taken aback by the genuine gratefulness. "Not a 
problem. An aliit is just like a family after all right? We all help 
each other out when we can and watch each other's backs." 


Dinua chuckled softly and looked to Doran slyly. "She's only been 
here for a month and she already gets us better than you did in that 
amount of time." 


"Told you I liked her from the start," Tracyn grinned. 


Doran responded by mussing Willow's hair. "Stop showing me up. 
They might replace me before I'm even off this planet." 


Willow grinned at Doran and everyone laughed in turn. Despite the 
monumental task before them, at the moment, they showed no 
hesitation or fear. After all, it was as Willow said. They were family. 


FtF VII FtF 


It had been almost two weeks since they had arrived at the Rook 
farmstead, and the weeks had passed by insanely fast. There had 
been loads to do, loads more still left to do, and the group of teens 
were exhausted mentally and physically. The whole mental part 
came from dealing with the logistics of a good-sized clan, as well as 
all the inter-clan politics that had come with it. The physical aspect 
came from the fact that the Rook farmstead now resembled a 
military base, complete with durasteel walls and defensive turrets. 


Willow's family had relayed several underworld contacts who had 
come through in a big way. They had not only sent over the 
materials necessary to transform the agrarian farmstead into a fort, 
but had done so at a reasonable price and even provided 
employment for a great many of the clan. After all, what company 
wouldn't turn down a chance to have genuine Mandalorian 
mercenaries in their employ? 


Not to be outdone by a Force-user, Tracyn stepped up on her end 
and bewildered her friends by having a Kyr'tsad heavy-transport 
land in the clearing that had been made by her walker and unload 
several metric tons of supplies. Much to Dinua's annoyance, when 
the expected troublemakers did pop up, rather than punish them or 
make an example of them, Tracyn actually recruited them into 
Death Watch, and they had all left on said heavy-transport. 


The Skiratas came through in a way that had Jintar hang his head 
in embarrassment and profess that had he no relations to the people 


who had arrived. Evidently there had been a dearth of things to do 
at the Kyrimorut and a majority of his uncles had been bored stiff. 
All the surviving ARCs and Nulls, as well as some of the wives, had 
descended on the village and started whipping the rabble that were 
the Rook warriors into military shape. The Skirata's became 
temporarily blind, deaf, and mute whenever they saw Tracyn and 
her people. In Mereel's case, that was actually a good thing after he 
tried to woo her with his charms and had a different set of charms 
nearly removed via impromptu vibroblade surgery. When Jintar 
asked his grandfather, the venerable Kal Skirata, who was holding 
down the Kyrimorut, he had been told that Venku had returned 
from Sundari on a rare break and that 'Kad needed a reminder of 
where his home actually was'. 


Ghes Orade had apologetically refused to support them as his clan 
was actually fairly large and presented way too fat a target for an 
organization that specialized in assassinations. Though he and the 
group of teens were somewhat on friendly terms, given the strength 
of the enemy this time, he just couldn't put his adoptive family in 
danger. Ram Zerimar, on the other hand, arrived in the middle of 
the first week with several of his own clan-members in tow. All of 
them were sharpshooters of ridiculous skill, making the group of 
teens glad that it hadn't been one of them that had tried to 
assassinate them. If it had, they wouldn't have stood a chance. 


Dinua, for her part, took to the challenge just like she had all the 
other challenges that had been placed before her. It had been a very 
taxing trial by fire for her, and she often stayed up late far into the 
night. Though she had gained the acceptance of the clan, gaining 
their respect was something different entirely. There had been all 
manner of problems that had popped up, and initially she had tried 
to deal with everything all on her own. Tracyn, upon learning this, 
chided the younger teen and taught her how to delegate 
responsibility. By the end of the second week, Dinua was gradually 
adapting to her role, albeit very reluctantly. 


All in all, Clan Rook was ready for war. All they had to do was find 
out where the enemy was. 


It was on the last day of the second week that Nauur called the 
group of teens to inform them she had finally received word from 
her contacts about the Bane Consortium. Awaiting Nauur in the 
meeting room where they had first met her, the group of teens 
didn't quite know what to expect. After all, the Bane Consortium 
was an enigmatic organization with a frighteningly high success 
rate. 


After the short wait in the central meeting chamber, Nauur Rook 
entered with two others in tow. All three were fully armored, with 
blasters in their holsters on either hip. Doran immediately 
recognized one of them due to the armor he was wearing and just 
barely managed to hold his tongue. The man's presence brought up 
all sorts of questions. None of the trio bothered to take a seat as the 
clan leader got straight to the point. 


"I put some feelers out and got a bite. If you want in to the Bane 
Consortium, however, you're going to have to trust me." 


"Oh?" Dinua said coolly, her gaze on the same Mandalorian Doran 
had recognized. 


Nauur gestured to the Mandalorian on her left. "Chekar here has 
renounced this clan, but has agreed to help us provided we help 
him." 


Dinua spoke again, her voice glacial. "And why should we trust 
him?" 


"You're trusting me, not him," Nauur held out her hands in a 
placating manner. "And he and Hiduka are our only trustworthy 
links to the Bane Consortium. They work for them as their 
triggermen." 


Dinua pressed on. "And just what would our entrusting you entail?" 


"Chekar here, and Hiduka Spar," Nauur gestured to the helmeted 
female with a Golan Arms fletchette-launcher slung over her 
shoulders. "Are going to take your Jedi friend prisoner. The Vongese 
have offered a substantial reward for living Jedi so it is worth more 
for Chekar to bring him in alive. He will take the Jedi to the 
Consortium base, where he is to meet the Vongese contact and 
receive his reward. The rest of you will be smuggled in a manner 
than masks your bio-signs to avoid detection." 


"Sorry, real quick question," Doran interrupted holding up a hand. "I 
thought that renouncing your own clan meant that you severed all 
times and were essentially dead to that clan. How were you able to 
contact him and convince him to come back to the clan?" 


Nauur's expression was blank, her eyes dismissively flickering over 
to Doran. "You of all people should know that family can be 
complicated at times. Certain elements of Clan Rook have always 
been involved in the underworld. Balac may have been quick to 


throw away those who are no longer useful to him, but I am not 
like him. In any case, this plan must be carried out with extreme 
haste. The longer we delay, the greater the chance that the Bane 
Consortium will see through the ruse. Are you in or not?" 


Before the words 'I have a bad feeling about this' could leave 
Doran's mouth, Dinua spoke for the group. "We're in." 


Doran whirled around to his friend. "You do know that Mandos 
don't have to accept every challenge thrown in their direction! 
Especially the ones that seem suicidal." 


"This is the quickest way to get answers. And while I don't trust 
Chekar, Nauur has put her honor at stake by vouching for him." 


"Okay, but if we die, it's your fault," Doran grumbled. 

"What?! You're giving in, just like that?" Willow squeaked. "I don't 
need to be a Mando or a Jedi to know that this plan is really 
horrible." 

"Do you have an alternative idea for infiltrating a group of ultra- 
secret assassins before they get lucky and kill us all?" Dinua raised 
an eyebrow. 


"Well...no..." Willow pouted. "But I'm with Doran. If we die, I'll 
blame you." 


"Are you done?" Chekar grumbled. 

"Yes," 

"Good, we need to get to the carbonite storage facility." 

"Where?" Doran was taken aback. 

Chekar made an impatient sound. "Think, Jedi. Do you really think 
the Bane Consortium will believe I captured you and was able to 
keep you restrained if you aren't a chunk of carbonite?" 


"Oookay. Just me?" 


"No, your aliit," Chekar said the word as if it were a curse. "Gets 
frozen too. Otherwise their lifesigns would pop up on any scans." 


"I take it back, the plan went from horrible to the worst idea ever," 


Willow sighed. "But of course we're still going to do it." 
"You'll go far, ad," Jintar chuckled. 
"If I live," Willow retorted. 


"Do not worry," the until-then-silent Hiduka Spar interrupted. "The 
carbonite controls will be entirely under my control. Even if Chekar 
wishes to betray you by leaving you encased in carbonite, he will 
not have the opportunity to do so." 


"And what's to stop him from just blasting you and taking the 
controls?" Tracyn asked. 


"When he joined the Bane Consortium he had to consent to having a 
micro-explosive implanted at the base of his skull," Hiduka said 
without emotion. "My death will cause the explosive to detonate. If 
he tampers with the carbonite process, I will cause the explosive to 
detonate. If he makes any move to betray the mission...." 


"We got the idea," Doran said, holding up a hand to stop her. "Why 
are you willing to help us? You don't even know us." 


"My reasons are my own." 


"Look, are we doing this or not?" Chekar said impatiently. "I don't 
have all day." 


"Okay, we'll go," Doran exhaled slowly. "Don't make us regret it." 


Despite him wearing a helmet, Chekar's sneer was audible. "You 
wouldn't be able to do anything if I did." 


"Just keep thinking that," Jintar retorted. 


"We will take the shuttle to Keldabe. The carbonite facility is there," 
Hiduka said matter-of-factly. "From there you will be loaded onto 
our ship and taken to the Bane Consortium's headquarters. The Jedi 
male will be unfrozen when Chekar presents him to our Yuuzhan 
Vong contact. The other carbonite frames will be on a time-delay 
and will release you around the same time. If all goes according to 
plan, you'll be able to kill the Yuuzhan Vong contact and whoever is 
with them, and then make your way through the base." 


"Why did you have to add the last part?" Doran said mournfully. 
"Now nothing is going to go as planned." 


Hiduka ignored Doran's complaint and led the way out of the 
building. Chekar clicked his tongue in disdain and followed. The 
others reluctantly followed, the Mandalorian youths showing none 
of the nerves they were feeling. The Jedi youths showing all those 
nerves and more. 


"First time being frozen in a block of carbonite?" Willow whispered 
to Doran, staying at his side. 


"Yeah, you?" 
"Same." 
"To be fair, I don't think very many people get frozen in carbonite." 


"I heard it from Little Z that there's this planet that uses carbonite as 
a spa treatment." 


"Great," Doran snorted. "I'll just think of this as a trip to the spa." 
"Only, instead of waking up to a nearly naked masseuse wanting to 
do naughty things with you, you'll be waking up to a scarred up 
Vong wanting to disect you," Willow said wryly. 

"You really suck at the whole reassuring thing." 

"You're the one who agreed to do this thing." 

"Are you trying to tell me I made a bad choice?" 


"What part of this whole plan made it sound like a good choice?" 


"T'll be okay," Doran said, sensing her fear. "I mean, you guys will be 
swooping in for the rescue so I have nothing to worry about." 


"Try to stay alive until we're able to do the whole swooping thing 
then." 


"That's not really up to me. I'll be a Jedi-popsicle until Chekar 
decides otherwise." 


Willow made a face "You really suck at the whole reassuring thing." 


"In the words of someone a lot wiser than me, K’atini. Ow! What 
was that for, Dinua?" 


"You stole my line." Dinua had fallen back to wear the two Jedi 


wore and not-so-gently elbowed Doran. 


"I'm going to be okay," Doran repeated himself. "Why do the both of 
you think I'm going to end up in a bacta tank after all this? Don't 
you have any faith in me?" 


"Nate's giving us ten-to-one odds that you don't end up in bacta," 
Tracyn chimed in with a laugh. "Word got out to the Skiratas and 
nearly all of them are in on it. I have a thousand credits riding on 
the matter." 


Doran pouted. "Who needs psychopathic assassins and aliens from 
another galaxy trying to kill them when I have friends like you 
guys?" 


The trip to the carbonite storage facility lasted all of an hour. Most 
of it spent in complete silence as the teens tried to process the 
craziness they had signed up for. Willow, Dinua, Jintar, and Tracyn 
all continued to look at Doran as if he were condemned. Doran did 
his part to ignore their looks and made a mental note to rub his 
survival-sans-bacta in their faces once it was all over. Of course that 
didn't stop him from secretly leaving a bet with Nate before 
stepping on Chekar's shuttle. 


The plan was put into action, Clan Rook would be supervised by Kal 
Skirata and the rest, with Nauur being relegated to 'vice- 
commander'. In the two weeks, though she hadn't exactly been 
hostile, she hadn't been completely supportive either. According to 
Tracyn, Nauur was more than likely sulking over the fact that her 
plot to gain control of the clan had utterly backfired on her. Even 
with Dinua leaving, so long as the Skiratas remained, and Ram 
Zerimar's buddies kept their sniper rifles aimed, Nauur wouldn't be 
able to do anything even if she wanted to. 


The shuttle briskly raced through the skies of Mandalore. All too 
soon they had arrived at their destination, the teens warily looking 
at the carbonite freezing mechanisms. 

"Okay, who's first?" Chekar drawled, his helmet held under one arm. 
"T'll go," Tracyn stepped up. 

Chekar gave her a once over. "Lose the armor, small-clothes only. 


That goes the same for the rest of you. The Consortium will never 
believe it if you're frozen in full gear." 


"We'll leave your gear in a supply crate next to you," Hiduka added. 


"This plan is getting worse all the time," Willow muttered through 
clenched teeth, glaring daggers at Doran. 


Tracyn, now barefoot and clad only in her underclothes, stepped up 
into the carbonite apparatus. Her organic and cybernetic eyes 
sought out Doran, her heart pounding despite the brave front she 
was showing. Doran held her gaze and tried to will some of his 
strength to her. As if sensing his intentions, she smiled softly at him. 
The carbonite machine whirled to life and a jet of steam obscured 
the petite blonde from view. When the cloud cleared, Tracyn was 
frozen in perfect cryo-hibernation, a determined look locked on her 
face. 


Chekar walked up to the frozen Mandalorian and activated the 
frame's repulsors to float her out of the way. He gazed at the rest of 
the teens, having never lost his smirking countenance. "Okay. Who's 
next?" 

"Me," Jintar stepped up. 


As he did, Dinua shifted so that she was next to Doran. She then slid 
one of her hands into one of his. "Doran." 


"Yeah?" 

"In case something goes wrong..." 

"Nothing's going to go wrong." 

"Shut up, Di'kut." 

"Okay." 

"If something goes wrong...thank you for being my friend. For 
everything. I'm glad to know that if I'm going to die, it'll be with the 
people that matter most to me." 

"We're not going to die," Doran muttered, staring as the carbonite 
streams washed over Jintar. "There's no way the Force is going to 
have us going out as popsicles." 


"Then I'll trust you on that then." 


"What? You trusting in the Force?" Doran tore his gaze away to look 


at Dinua in surprise. 


She stood on the tips of her toes and gave him a gentle kiss on the 
lips. As they parted, in the background, Chekar asked for the next 
volunteer. Dinua took a step forward, but looked over her shoulder 
and gave Doran a smile that she'd only give him. "Some of your 
Jedi-ness has definitely rubbed off on me." 


Dinua then strode to the carbonite chamber without hesitation or 
fear, ignoring Chekar's lecherous gaze. She gestured to the controls. 
"Come on, I don't have all day." 


Chekar's expression darkened, but he flipped the lever, preserving 
Dinua's defiant expression much to his chagrin. 


Doran released a breath and offered Willow a reassuring smile. 
"Well, here's something to write home about." 


"Provided we survive." 


Her pessimism had Doran chuckle. "I think I know why Dinua and 
Jintar were so annoyed with me at the start of the year now." 


"Huh?" 


"Where I saw instant-death, they saw a challenge that they could 
prove themselves with. Give it time," Doran patted her arm and 
headed for the carbonite chamber. 


Behind him, Willow shook her head helplessly. "You've definitely 
been with the Mandos too long." 


FtF Chapter End FtF 


A\N: No idea when the next chapter will be out....three chapters 
left in this story.... Originally I was going to go more in-depth with 
Clan Rook and make this a seven-ten chapter arc, but I decided to 
just follow the main storyline for the sake of finishing this story. 
Thanks for reading! 


